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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION 

For this re-issue I have carefully revised the book 
throughout, and have rewritten certain passages in the 
light of the events of the la^ two years. 

Misgivings about the working of the parliamentary 
syftem of government have been spreading and 
deepening, under the ^rain of the world crisis through 
which we are passing. The wavering and irresolute 
policy pursued by the democratic ^ates, at a time when 
clear and steady action was desperately needed, has 
unquestionably been due to the fafl that all democratic 
governments adl timidly, because they live in fear of 
misrepresentation by their political opponents : it is 
significant, for example, that the only European 
governments which have ventured to advocate a bold 
policy of disarmament have been those of Italy and 
Russia, which can disregard (because they can suppress) 
the criticism of their domeftic opponents. And 
another source of weakness is the second-rate quality 
of the men whom the democratic sy^em (in its present 
form) exalts to positions of leadership. 

If democratic and representative government is to 
survive this tefting time, it is clear that the defedts of 
its working mu^l not only be probed, as I have tried to 
probe them in this book, but mu^l be amended by 
pradlical adlion. Is it too much to hope that the 
diminution of party spirit and the realignment of 
political forces which seem to have been brought 
about in Britain by the crisis of 1931 may afford the 
opportunity for a reformation of our political sydlem 
Hitherto every proposal of reform has been considered, 
by every political party, solely in the light of its probable 
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eiFefts upon the party’s prospects of winning and 
retaining power. Can we not, in this crisis, rise above 
mere calculations of party advantage, and ^rive to turn 
our system into a jull and efficient machine of govern- 
ment ? 

This book is intended as a modeil contribution to- 
wards that end. 

Ramsay Muir. 

Richmond, Surrey, 

October 1932. 



PREFACE 


I HAVE tried, in the following pages, to take an inde- 
pendent, critical, and reali^ic view of the adhial work- 
ing of the British syftem of government. I have 
driven to free my mind from the hypnotism of accepted 
orthodoxies, to brush aside time-honoured theories 
and phrases, and to see things as they aftually are. 
And, since merely negative criticism is not only un- 
helpful, but often positively misleading, I have also 
tried to show how the defedls and di^ortions of our 
syftem (as they appear to me) might be amended 
without any revolutionary change. 

What I have written commits, of course, nobody 
but myself. I scarcely hope that any reader will agree 
with everything in this book; but I should like to 
think that every reader will feel that the book is the 
outcome of hone^ and candid thinking, and that its 
author is as free from party bias as an aftive politician 
can be expefted to be. 

Two chapters of this book resemble, in subftance, 
what I wrote twenty years ago in a little book called 
Peers and Bureaucrats, Many ideas propounded in 
this book were also set forth, in a more concrete and 
imaginative form, in a fantasy entitled Robinson the 
Great, which I published shortly before the eledlion 
of 1929. 


Richmondy Surrey y 
December 1929. 


Ramsay Muir. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I 

The primary purpose of this book is to examine, as 
objeftively and impartially as possible, the a6Iual work- 
ing of representative democracy in poft-war Britain ; 
and to consider whether this syftem, m the form which 
has been given to it by the developments of the laft 
half-century, is a juft, healthy and efficient form of 
government, and how it can beft be mended and 
improved. 

There have been many excellent ftudies of the 
working of the British Conftitution, and the subjeft is 
treated in a score of text-books. I make no apology 
for attempting yet another analysis. The conventions 
of the Conftitution, and what may be called its ‘ spirit,’ 
are conftantly changing; the relative weight of its 
various elements alters insensibly from decade to 
decade ; and the power that is wielded by sundry 
vitally important faftors, such as party organisation, 
bureaucracy, and the popular Press, which are usually 
regarded — I cannot think why — as not forming a part 
of our machinery of government, waxes and wanes in 
a way that it is difficult to trace or measure. All 
these changes have been going forward at a rapid 
pace during the laft two generations, since the days 
of Gladftone and Disraeli. With them has been 
combined another change, which Bagehot, with charac- 
teriftic insight, described as the greateft of all — the 

B 
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change of generation itself. “ What we call the 
‘ spirit ’ of politics,” he wrote, “ is more surely changed 
by a change of generation in the men than by any 
other change whatever ” ; and no generation has ever 
seen a greater change ‘ in the men ’ than that which 
included the Great War. Yet the writers of text- 
books, and moif of the teachers in the Universities, 
continue to lay before their readers or pupils a descrip- 
tion of our working syftem of government which may 
have been true in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
but which takes no account of the profound trans- 
formation that has since taken place. Burke was 
juftified in his shrewd judgment that ” the generality 
of people are fifty years, at lea^l, behind hand in their 
politicks.” 

There is need, therefore, not merely for one, but 
possibly for many fresh surveys of our system, because 
diflFerent minds will evaluate differently the more 
elusive and imponderable aspefts of the change that 
has taken place. The need is all the greater because 
confidence in the virtue of the syftem has been seriously 
and progressively undermined. 

On the eve of the war, representative democracy, 
mostly of the British pattern, had become almost the 
accepted mark of a civilised State, and had spread to 
every part of the world. Russia and Turkey, the la^ 
to resist it in Europe, had both adopted constitutions 
of this pattern a few years before the war. Outside 
of Europe it had been adopted (either in its British or 
in its American form) not only in all the English- 
speaking lands, but also in Japan and in the South 
American countries ; China was about to fall into 
anarchy in the attempt to adjuSf this sySlem to her 
ancient civilisation ; Persia had set up a colourable 
imitation of it; India and Egypt were in a Slate of 
incipient revolt because they had not yet been fully 
endowed with it. In short, it appeared that rcprc- 
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sentative democracy had become the chara^leri^lic 
form of organisation for the progressive modern State. 

Yet even before the war there was an undercurrent 
of dissatisfaftion ; and since the war there has been a 
ftrong readtion. The Fascists of Italy and the Bol- 
sheviks of Russia have not merely set up other systems, 
they have denounced parliamentary government as a 
fraud and a delusion. In other countries — Spain, 
Greece, Bulgaria, Jugo-Slavia, Poland, Lithuania — it has 
given place to didlatorships, either temporarily or for an 
indefinite period. Even in the countries whose peoples 
are modi capable of working it, the sydlem has been 
threatened once and again ; and it is regarded, at the 
bedl, with a sort of tepid acquiescence very different 
from the enthusiasm which the idea of it aroused in 
the mid-nineteenth century. 

Even in Britain, its original home, from which it 
has been spread over the face of the earth, the old 
predlige or Parliament has dlrangely waned. The 
newspapers now have little space for the proceedings 
of Parliament, the records of which, fifty years ago, 
filled their columns. And the great mass of the 
eledlors take their responsibilities very lightly, and 
only wake up to any semblance of interedl in politics 
on the eve of an election . Then it is a quedlion of 
giving power to one group of politicians or another. 
But once that quedlion is decided, the pall of indiffer- 
ence descends again, to lift only momentarily if some 
sudden crisis comes. The democracy takes no intereft 
in the ordinary proceedings of Parliament, which, in 
an earlier age, held the absorbed attention firft of the 
ariilocracy and then of the middle class. 

What are the causes of this perturbing decline in 
the pre^li^e of Parliament, this Grange indifference 
to the privileges of citizenship, now that they are 
universally enjoyed ? Is it that we do not value our 
rights when nobody disputes them ? Is it that the 
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enormous extension of the franchise, like an inflation 
of the currency, has made the individual vote seem 
not worth having ? If that be so, then democracy is 
a dangerous form of government, as any form of 
government must be whose controllers do not take a 
serious view of their responsibility. Is it that we are 
incredulous of the capacity of the average man to 
play the part assigned to him by a democratic sy^em ? 
Look at the faces of any crowd pouring out of a 
morning train on the way to work — some ^upid, some 
harassed, some predatory, some vacuous, some trivial — 
and refledl that with them refts the determination of 
our destiny : however ardent a democrat you may be, 
you will have some moments of misgiving, and will 
be driven to ask yourself what provision our system 
makes for affording leadership, knowledge and under- 
standing to these liSlless maSters of our mte. 

If indifference and inattention on the part of the 
ruling electorate is an inherent and unalterable charac- 
teristic of democracy, there will be good reason for 
misgiving as to the future. But the moSt ardent 
democrat has always known that the mass of men 
cannot be experts in politics, and can only give to 
political problems a small fraction of their attention. 
He has believed, on the other hand, that the demo- 
cratic sySlem is in itself educative, and that it will, if 
well used, bring home to all whom it enfranchises a 
sufficient sense of responsibility, and diffuse among 
them a sufficient grasp of broad political principles, 
to ensure reasonably sane and sound decisions upon 
the broad issues which can alone be submitted to 
them. Whether it can do this or not muil depend 
upon how it is worked,^ and upon how it actually 
impresses the ordinary citizen. 

When, therefore, we are faced by a general indiffer- 
ence to politics, we are bound to ask ourselves whether 
the way in which our system is worked has anything 
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to do with it; whether our methods of appealing to 
the eleftorate are such as to impress upon the ordinary 
man and woman a sense that they are being efFe<£lively 
taken into consultation, and are effeftively contributing 
to the decision of great issues. 

Looking at the matter from this angle, we cannot 
but conclude that there is something wrong. For 
what every voter muif feel is, not merely that he is 
only one of millions, but that, even so, his chance of 
making his opinion felt is whittled away to the moSt 
tenuous proportions. His power is, in faft, limited 
to indicating a preference between two or three can- 
didates whom (as a rule) he has had no voice in seleft- 
ing. They may all be totally unknown to him ; they 
may all seem to him objedfionable, and unfit for the 
performance of important public functions ; but he 
mu^l either make a choice between them, or abdicate 
his civic right. Moreover, he knows that unless his 
vote happens to be caft for a winner, it will count for 
nothing at all ; a large majority of the votes ca^ in 
any general eleftion are simply thrown away, and 
have not the slighted influence upon the composition 
of Parliament, or upon the course of events. Whether 
this is an inevitable feature of the democratic system 
or not will be discussed later. But it is clear that so 
long as these things are so, it mu^ be unreasonable 
to expeft the average eleftor to take a serious intere^ 
in the use of his vote. 

That is one cause of scepticism and disillusion about 
representative government. Another is the widely 
diffused idea that the proceedings of Parliament are 
largely unreal, a mere wafte of time, a beating of the 
air. Little as the ordinary man knows about par- 
liamentary procedure, he knows this, that when the 
representatives of the nation take their places in Par- 
liament, thejr array themselves in two hoftile armies, 
one supporting, the other opposing, the Government 



How Britain is Governed 


6 


of the day. Normally the supporters of the Govern- 
ment form a clear majority, and we are told that the 
parliamentary sy^em can only work efficiently when 
this is the case. In these circum^nces, the Govern- 
ment wields a sort of dictatorship ; it lays down what 
the House of Commons may discuss, and the results 
of all debates appear to be foregone conclusions. On 
the other hand, the Opposition aCts upon the pestilent 
doCtrine that it is the duty of an Opposition to oppose ; 
its primary aim is to discredit the Government, in the 
hope of ousting it and taking its place. This is what 
is called the Two-party syClem, and we are told that 
it is a monument of human wisdom. But the ordinary 
man finds a difficulty in believing in it. It seems to 
him unnatural to assume either that the Government 
can always be right, or that it can always be wrong. 
It seems to him that supporters of the Government 
muft often vote in favour of things which they know 
to be wrong, and that members of the Opposition 
muCl often vote again^ things which they know to be 
right. It seems to him that in such circumClances 
debate and discussion muCt often be unreal and insin- 
cere ; and that in any case they muCf be a mere waCle 
of time, since their results are predetermined. And 
so he loses patience with what seem to him to be the 
artificiality and insincerity of parliamentary politics. 

Time was when the eternal dog-fight between the 
‘ ins ’ and the ‘ outs ’ did not evoke the impatience 
which it now arouses among many thousands of 
citizens: in the days of Glad^one and Disraeli, the 
whole nation took sides in the conflict between these 
giant protagoniils, and watched every move in the 
druggie with the enthralled interest with which football 
enthusia^s cheer on their Tavourite teams. But here 
comes in the “ change of generation ” of which 
Bagehot wrote. In the poil-war era political allegiance 
is much less fixed, and (except in certain sedlions of the 
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Labour party) political loyalty is much less ardent, 
than they used to be. Moreover, the rival leaders 
are not such commanding figures as Glad^one and 
Disraeli ; and the newspapers no longer pay so much 
attention as they once did to the parliamentary struggle. 

Have I exaggerated the popular disillusionment 
about Parliament and politicians ? I call into the 
witness-box General Smuts, who gives weighty teilL 
mony.^ “ It is no longer the elefted representatives 
of the people who mainly guide and interpret the 
popular mind in matters political . . . Parliament 
itself is becoming of less and less importance. This is 
notoriously the case even in con^itutionally governed 
countries, while in others Parliament, except as a form, 
has disappeared. . . . From an attitude of respeft to 
Parliament, the public has passed to one of indifference 
and boredom.” 

How different is the attitude of this generation 
towards Parliament and towards the franchise from the 
attitude of the generation which saw Palmer^on’s death 
and the beginning of the great duel between Disraeli 
and Gladftone 1 It was in those days that Mill was 
writing his Representative Government (i860), and 
Bagehot his English Constitution (i 867). Both of these 
writers, though their books are not without criticisms 
or misgivings as to the future, refledled the ineffable 
self-complacency with which mo^ Englishmen re- 
garded the British sy^em of government, though only 
a fradlion of them were permitted to enjoy the franchise. 
This self-complacency was encouraged by the admira- 
tion with which the British system was regarded 
throughout Europe ; for that was perhaps the moment 
when British pre^ige ilood at its highe^ in the world. 
The two books named above became the classic treatises 
on the British system of government ; and, in the 

^ In an address on ‘ Democracy' ’ at Newnham College, Cambridge, 
December i, 1929. 
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main, wc have been content to accept them as such 
ever since, and to use them as if the ^late of things 
which they described ftill exited. 

But this identification is quite invalid, because the 
Parliament and Government of 1865 were profoundly 
different from the Parliament and Government of 1929. 
To begin with, the great enlargements of the franchise 
— 1867, 1884, 1918, 1928 — were yet to come. The 
eledlorate was so small that its representatives could 
maintain diredl and effeftive contaft with it, and, for 
that reason, were far more independent of party control 
than the modern member of Parliament can be. The 
elaborate party organisations, which few modern mem- 
bers dare defy, had not yet come into existence : they 
began with Joseph Chamberlain in 1877. More 
important ^ill, no Government between 1834 and 1868 
ever enjoyed a large majority, and members frequently 
and easily ‘ crossed the floor of the House,’ and ftill 
more frequently voted againft their parties. The 
result was that the conflifts of debate were real and 
serious, and often determined the fate of measures, or 
even of Governments. ‘ Cabinet didlatorship * did 
not yet exi^l ; no Government could suppress the free 
judgment of the House of Commons or afford to 
disregard it. Party allegiance was not yet rigid, and 
the crack of the party whip had none of its modern 
terrors. 

It is evident that a description of the working of 
the Constitution which is coloured by these long- 
vanished conditions muSt be highly misleading when 
it is applied to the conditions of to-day. Yet we 
assume that Bagehot’s classic description, which was 
illuminating as to the conditions or 1867, is Still a 
useful guide to the practice of 1929, subjedt only to 
minor modifications which the reader is supposed to 
be able to make for himself. Bagehot rendered an 
invaluable service to his own generation. But the 
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value of his book is now largely hiftorical. Recog- 
nising the limitations of his own work more clearly 
than moH writers, he realised that he was fixing for a 
moment the portrait of a syftem which changes as 
subtly and insensibly as the clouds in the heavens ; 
and one can imagine the amusement with which he 
would learn in Elysium that the penetrating analysis 
which he made for 1867 is ftill regarded as authori- 
tative for 1929. Unhappily no second Bagehot is 
available to do his work over again. But we mu^l do 
our beft, and endeavour to see the fafts afresh, as 
they are, uncoloured by literary traditions or by the 
mo^l venerable of political cant. 

II 

We have long since learnt that the formal law of 
the Constitution is no guide as to its actual working, 
because formal law is overridden by constitutional 
conventions, and especially by those which have grown 
up during the laSt two centuries ; for these are, in 
effect, more important than formal law. All the text- 
books — following Anson and Dicey and May and the 
other great authorities — quite rightly impress upon us 
the importance of this diA;in( 5 tion. What they do not 
impress upon us is that the conventions themselves, 
precisely because they are unwritten, are constantly 
changing ; so that a description of them as they were 
(or were supposed to be) fifty years ago may be quite 
as misleading as a description of formal law. Indeed, 
it may be even more misleading. I am not sure that 
the ordinary text-book analysis of our syStem of 
government is not actually farther from the truth 
than a summary of constitutional law would be. We 
may teSt this by setting down firSt a summary of the 
formal law of the Conftitution, and then a summary of 
the ordinary text-book description of its actual working. 
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In formal law, the government of Great Britain — 
and, indeed, of every member-ftate of the British 
Empire — is carried on by the King, a£ling through 
Minivers and officials appointed by him : no Miniver 
or high official, civil or military, may legally perform 
any fundion until the seals of office have been trans- 
ferred to him by the King, or he has received a deed 
of appointment with the King’s sign-manual. The 
King, with the Miniders whom he appoints, conditutes 
the (^vernment, and the Government is responsible 
for the maintenance of order, for the adminidration 
of dependencies, for the execution of all laws, and for 
the condud of our relations with all other States, 
including the making of treaties and, if need be, the 
declaration of war. The Government mud ad in 
accordance with the laws, which are made by the 
King-in-Parliament, that is to say, by the King, the 
House of Lords, and the House of Commons. It 
mud not spend any public moneys not authorised by 
Parliament, or spend them in a way not approved by 
Parliament ; and in the lad resort it is by means of a 
refusal of supplies that Parliament can force the King 
to change his advisers. But, subjed to these limita- 
tions, the powers of Government are indefinite. The 
King preserves, and exercises through his Miniders, 
the whole of the vad prerogatives of monarchy, in so 
far as they have not been redrided by law. For 
example, he (or his Government) may not increase the 
Army beyond the limits fixed by Parliament ; but 
they may legally disband the whole Army to-morrow : 
the only thing which prevents them from taking such 
extreme adion (supposing them to desire to do so) in 
this or in many other sphei^s is the fear of what Par- 
liament may do. But there is a vad range in which 
the King (ading through his Miniders) can wield 
immense powers entirely independent of Parliamentary 
authorisation or control. 



Introduction 


1 1 


This is what Burke was thinking of when he 
described the British system as “ a mixed Govern- 
ment, composed of Monarchy, and of controuls, on 
the part of the higher people and the lower.” 

Now we are all, of course, aware that the King does 
not in fadt personally wield these va^l powers. He 
has to accept the Minifters who are imposed upon 
him by Parliament, or, rather, by the political party 
which obtains the largest number of seats in a general 
eledfion. These Minidfers, in fadf, wield all the 
King’s powers ; and the great authority which he dlill 
possesses is exercised by influence rather than by 
command. In other words, the Ministers, who are 
responsible to Parliament, are now the operative force 
in government, and the King only advises or exhorts, 
warns or deters them. This momentous change is 
the result of a convention, eftablished gradually during 
the course of the eighteenth century. It had not 
been fully edlablished in Burke’s time ; George III 
definitely chose and dismissed his own Mini^lers, 
though he had to choose them from among the mem- 
bers of the two Houses of Parliament. This was why 
Burke wrote as he did, in the sentence we have quoted. 
That sentence cannot ^and to-day as an accurate 
description of the British sydlem of government. 
Nevertheless there is dlill a great deal of truth in it : 
it only needs a little modification. It is ^lill true that 
the King’s Government wields a vaft authority, much 
of which lies beyond the detailed control of Parliament. 
If we rewrite Burke’s sentence so as to make it read 
“ A system like ours, composed of the Government, 
and of controls on the part of the people,” it usefully 
fixes our attention upon an aspeft of our sy^lem which 
is too apt to be overlooked— namely, the antithesis 
between ‘ the Government ’ as the directing and con- 
trolling power in the State, and ‘ Parliament ’ as the 
criticising and regulating power. To grasp this dis- 
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tinftion is the beginning of clear thinking about our 
system of government; and we shall find, as we 
pursue our analysis, that failure to grasp it has been 
the source of many of the moft patent defefts in the 
working of the syftem. 

Turn from this analysis of the formal law of the 
Constitution to the accepted notions, reproduced in all 
the text-books, as to the adtual working of the Con- 
stitution. We shall firSt set forth the theory, as it is 
usually defined ; and then consider how far it really 
corresponds with the fa<fts. 

According to accepted theory, then, the sovereign 
body in the British State is Parliament; and, since 
the Parliament A£t of 1 9 1 1 turned the House of Lords 
into a mere delaying and revising body, the ultimate 
sovereign power resides in the House of Commons, 
which derives its authority from the faft that it repre- 
sents, and is freely elected by, the whole body of 
enfranchised citizens. As sovereign body. Parliament 
has absolute control over all legislation and taxation. 
It controls executive government also, through the 
Cabinet, which is a Committee of Parliament, drawn 
from that party which commands a majority in the 
House of Commons, or is, at all events, able to count 
upon the support of the House for its policy. Subjeft 
to the control of Parliament, the Cabinet directs and 
manages all the work of national government. Every 
other body in the country either derives its authority 
from an enaftment of Parliament, like the Church of 
England, the municipalities and the Railway Com- 
panies, or cxi^s at the discretion of Parliament and 
muit submit to any regulations that Parliament may 
impose, like the Trade Unions, the Nonconformi^ 
Churches and all trading concerns. 

Such is the theory, which remarkably magnifies the 
power of Parliament, making it the pivot and con- 
trolling faftor in the whole syftem. This theory 
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seems to me to be very nearly as remote from the 
fa^ls as the ^atement of formal con^tutional law 
already set forth. Indeed, in one respeft it is more 
remote from the fafts, because it disregards the 
immense and largely independent power wielded by 
the Government. The power of the Government is 
in praftice so much the mo^ important element in 
our system that some commentators (Mr. Ramsay 
MacDonald for one) have spoken as if the chief pur- 
pose of a General Election was to seleft a Government 
and to send to Parliament a body of supporters strong 
enough to maintain it in office ; a view which does, 
in faft, largely accord with modern usage, and which 
explains why it is that Parliament — reduced to a mere 
intermediary, like the Eledloral College in America — 
has lo^t so much of its prestige. The truth lies some- 
where between the theory of the text-books, which 
makes Parliament effectively supreme in every sphere, 
and the theory of Mr. Ramsay MacDonald, which 
reduces it to a sort of Electoral College. It is, or 
ought to be, not merely a means of selecting a Govern- 
ment, or of formally embodying the decision of the 
electorate as to how the Government should be con- 
stituted : it is, or it ought to be, what Burke called 
it — a control over the Government on behalf of the 
people. 

Almost every phrase in the popular theory as I 
have summarised it seems to me to be open to chal- 
lenge. I do not Stop to discuss the question whether 
Parliament is ‘ sovereign,’ i.e, whether its power is 
absolute and unlimited. That is a highly technical 
question, much argued by professors of political 
science, some of whom are now inclined to contend 
that the claim of absolute and exclusive sovereignty 
for any single body in the State is invalid, seeing that 
all organised bodies, such as Churches or Trade 
Unions, draw their authority from the will of their 
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members equally with the State and its supreme organ. 
We need not discuss this queftion, which is, when all 
is said, purely an academic one. There are certainly, 
in pradice, limits to the sovereignty of Parliament: 
it can do nothing important to which public opinion 
is definitely opposed ; and if it were to try (for example) 
to put an end to all Trade Unions, it would find the 
undertaking too great for its real powers, even if a 
majority of voters were in favour of it. The doctrine 
of sovereignty is purely theoretical ; and in such an 
inquiry as we are undertaking it is Ije^ to keep aloof 
from the arid realm of abftraftions in which political 
scientifts love to wander. 

But when we turn to the assertion that the sove- 
reignty of Parliament is expressed in its absolute con- 
trol over legislation and taxation, we are dealing with 
a more pra6licai issue, capable of being tefted by the 
fa(fts. And here it is plain that, whatever theory may 
say. Parliament has next to no independent control 
over either legislation or taxation. It is the Govern- 
ment, not Parliament, that the man in the street blames 
for bad laws and heavy taxes. And he is right, for, 
by modern usage, the Government frames all important 
legislation, and presses all taxes, carrying them by 
the voting-power of its supporters in Parliament, who 
will risk the loss of their seats if they do not vote 
steadily for the Government they have been eledled 
to support. 

Still more out of relation with the faffs is the asser- 
tion that Parliament controls executive government 
through the Cabinet, which is a Committee of Par- 
liament. This ifatement is exquisitely misleading. 
In the firft place, it is a di^ortion of the meaning 
ordinarily attached to the word ‘ Committee ’ to 
describe the Cabinet as a Committee of Parliament. 
For Parliament does not in any sense appoint this 
‘ Committee,’ nor docs it receive any regular reports 
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as to what its ‘ Committee ’ does. The Chief of the 
Cabinet is, in faft, chosen partly by private agreement 
within a single seftion or party in Parliament, and 
partly by the result of a general eleftion. Once 
chosen, he seleds all the other members of the Cabinet, 
and assigns to them their offices : he mu^l, indeed, 
choose from among the members of the two Houses 
of Parliament, but he can, if he likes, put a man into 
the House of Lords in order to make him eligible. 
And far from ‘ reporting ’ to Parliament, this so-called 
Committee only reports what it thinks fit, or what is 
formally demanded from it in a way that it seems 
dangerous to resift. Finally, this so-called ‘ Com- 
mittee ’ has the power, if Parliament dares to differ from 
it, of advising the King to bring Parliament to an end 
and to order the eleftion of a new one ; and the King 
usually takes this advice. It is not easy to imagine 
a body more unlike what a ‘ Committee ’ is usually 
supposed to be. 

Again, it is merely absurd to say that Parliament 
‘ controls ’ the Cabinet in its executive funftions. It 
sometimes criticises, so far as it is allowed to know 
what is going on, and the criticism is sometimes 
effective and may lead the Cabinet to change its policy ; 
more often the criticism has no effeft at all. There 
is never any attempt to review syftematically the way 
in which this Department or that is carrying on its 
work. The neareft Parliament ever gets to the ‘ con- 
trol ’ of executive government is a motion to reduce 
the salary of one Minifter or another in order to call 
attention to some adminiftrative failure. But these 
attacks are treated as votes of confidence ; it is made 
clear that the Government will resign, and that every 
member of Parliament (or his supporters) will in effeft 
be fined 1 1 000 in the form of the expenses of a general 
eleftion, if the motion is carried ; the disciplined voters 
pour into the division lobbies, and the perfunftory 
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attempt at ‘ control ’ reaches its appointed deftiny. 
To say that Parliament controls the Cabinet is an 
absurdity. The truth is that — except when it is not 
in command of a clear majority — the Cabinet absolutely 
controls Parliament. Even a Cabinet which has no 
independent majority has so wide a range of unfettered 
authority, and has access to so formidable a weapon in 
the prerogative of dissolution, that Parliamentary con- 
trol is bound to be largely unreal. Nor, one may add, is 
it desirable that Parliament should control, or attempt 
to control, every aspeft of the complex work of adminis- 
tration, a task which is wholly beyond its capacity. 
All the more reason why we should cease to talk about 
Parliament ‘ controlling ’ the Government. The only 
thing it can do is to turn the Government out ; and 
it cannot do this when the Government is in command 
of a disciplined majority of pledged supporters. 

Finally, it may well be questioned whether even 
the Cabinet efFeftively controls the whole of the vaSt 
work of administration carried on by the great Depart- 
ments. The growth of a large degree of independent 
power in the hands of what is called ‘ Bureaucracy,’ 
i.e. the permanent administrators of the Civil Service, 
has been one of the main features of our political de- 
velopment in the laSt two generations. We shall have 
a good deal more to say about it later in this book. 

It appears, then, that we are in the habit of easily 
and loosely accepting ideas about the way in which 
we are governed which do not by any means correspond 
with the fads. It appears that the current analysis 
of our sySIem is almoSl as much at variance with the 
fads as are the formal dodrines of conSlitutional law. 
Until we can really appreciate the adual fads, and 
their significance, we cannot well judge whether the 
growing disbelief in our sySlem is judified or not ; 
dill less can we decide how, if at all, the sydem can 
be amended so as to get rid of the features which 
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undermine public confidence. Hence it is well worth 
our while to examine the whole matter afresh, brushing 
aside all received notions and doctrines, and (if we 
can) seeing things as they really are. 

That is the purpose of the following chapters. In 
tackling our difficult task, we shall be guided by 
Burke’s old-fashioned but itill true and useful classi- 
fication of the subject. In^ead of deluding ourselves 
with exaggerated ideas about the sovereignty of Par- 
liament, and beginning with Parliament as if it pro- 
vided the driving-force of the whole system, we shall, 
following Burke, begin with the Government, analyse 
how it IS conftituted and how it works ; and then 
turn to Parliament to see how the ‘ control on behalf 
of the nation ’ is exercised. 


c 



PART I 

THE GOVERNMENT 


CHAPTER I 

THE FUNCTIONS OF ‘ THE GOVERNMENT ’ 

I. ‘ Separation of Powers ’ v. ‘ Concentration of 
Responsibility ' 

It is a platitude of the text-books that (to quote one 
of the moft orthodox among them) " the work of 
government should be distributed under three main 
heads, as Legislative, Executive, and Judicial, each 
division being allotted to a separately constituted 
organ.” ^ These “ separately constituted ” organs are 
always defined to be, for the legislative fundtion. 
Parliament ; for the executive function, the Govern- 
ment (or the Cabinet) ; and for the judicial function, 
the bench of judges. 

In eighteenth-century England there was an idea 
that in a free and well-ordered State these three func- 
tions, and their “ separately constituted ” organs, should 
be kept apart from and independent of one another. 
It was therefore provided in the Adt of Settlement 
(1701) that the judges, once appointed, should be 
irremovable except on an address from both Houses 
of Parliament ; and that, after the death of Queen 
Anne, no person who Tield an office of profit under 
the Crown should be permitted to sit in the House of 
Commons. These provisions were intended to save 

^ Henry Sidgwick, Elements of Politics, 
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the Judges and Parliament from falling under the 
control of the Crown or ‘ the Government.’ The 
firft of them ftill remains the law of the land, and is 
supposed to be the chief bulwark of the independence 
and impartiality of the courts. The second provision 
was repealed in 1 707, before it became operative. If 
it had come into force, and if all Minivers and public 
officials had been excluded from Parliament (as they 
are in America), the Cabinet sy^em as we know it 
could never have grown up. In aftual faft holders 
of ‘ offices of profit under the Crown ’ regularly sat in 
Parliament throughout the eighteenth century ; until 
1783 they were so numerous that they formed, as a 
rule, about one-quarter of the total membership of the 
House of Commons ; and it was largely through them 
that the Whig oligarchy, and later George III, secured 
their power. That is to say, the Executive and the 
Legislature, the Government and Parliament, were by 
no means independent of one another : in theory 
Parliament controlled the Government, as the Whig 
philosopher Locke had contended that it ought to do ; 
but in praftice the Government generally controlled 
Parliament. 

Nevertheless, the French philosopher Montesquieu, 
who admired the British syAem as the only free govern- 
ment in the world, thought he saw the secret of its 
virtue in the supposed complete separation of the 
Legislature, the Executive and the Judicature; and 
in his L'Esprit des Lois he erefled the Separation of 
Powers into one of the fir^l principles of free govern- 
ment, “ When the legislative and executive powers 
are united in the same persons or body,” he wrote, 
” there can be no liberty. . . . If the power of judging 
were joined to the legislative power, the life and liberty 
of the subjeft would be exposed to arbitrary control ; 

• . . if it were joined to the executive, the judge might 
behave as an oppressor.” 
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Montesquieu’s reputation was at its height when 
the American revolution took place, and the new nation 
had to define its methods of government. Influenced 
by his ideas, and believing that they were following 
the model of the British system, the founders of the 
American Constitution embodied in it the dodtrine of 
the Separ tion of Powers, in its moSt rigid form. The 
President, as head of the Executive, separately elefted 
by popular vote, was given the power of appointing 
Ministers and controlling the whole of the Executive, 
but was excluded from all share in legislation beyond 
a veto. Congress, as the legislative body, was pre- 
served from the influence of the Executive by the 
exclusion of all Ministers from its membership, and 
was denied all semblance of diredt control over adminis- 
tration except in regard to the conclusion of treaties 
with foreign Powers, in which the Senate muSt be 
consulted. The Supreme Court, as the head of the 
Judiciary, was secured in absolute independence, and 
endowed with the fundtion of interpreting the Con- 
stitution, and of declaring laws adopted by Congress 
to be invalid if they conflidted with that supreme 
instrument. And as these provisions are included in 
the written Constitution, which cannot be altered by 
Congress, but only by a large majority in three-fourths 
of the separate States, it may be said that America 
has taken greater precautions than any other State 
has ever done to ensure that each of the three fundfions 
is “ allotted to a separately constituted organ,” and 
that none of them shall be reduced to subordination 
by either of the others. 

Yet even America has, in pradlice, broken the spirit 
of Montesquieu’s principles When (as often happens) 
the President belongs to the same political party as 
the majority in the Senate and the House of Repre- 
sentatives, it becomes easy for him, through the work- 
ing of party discipline, to get the laws passed or the 
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taxes voted which his adminiftrative experience shows 
to be needed. On the other hand, when this is not 
the case, the results are apt to be inconvenient in the 
highest degree; for efficient government becomes 
almoft impossible if the power that makes laws and 
votes taxes is in a ftate of friftion with the power 
that has to carry on the day-to-day work of govern- 
ment, and if neither can get rid of the other. In the 
British syftem, either can get rid of the other in case 
of friftion — Parliament can dismiss the Miniftry, and 
the Miniftry can advise the King to dissolve Par- 
liament ; in the American system Congress cannot 
get rid of the President and his Ministers, and the 
President cannot dissolve Congress. 

The truth is that both Montesquieu and the fathers 
of the American Con^itution completely misread the 
British system. Even in their time, the British sySem 
had in practice discarded the doftrine of Separation of 
Powers, except in regard to the judiciary, and was 
tending to adopt the very different doftrine of Con- 
centration of Responsibility; and this tendency has 
become more marked with every succeeding genera- 
tion. In^ead of driving, like the American sy^lem, 
to demarcate clearly the functions of three diffinft 
organs, and to forbid them to meddle with one another’s 
functions, the British sy^em tends to merge responsi- 
bility for both legislation and administration in one 
all-powerful ‘ Government,’ leaving it to Parliament 
and the Judiciary merely to regulate and check its 
aftion. If Separation of Powers is the essential prin- 
ciple of the American Conftitution, Concentration of 
Responsibility is the essential principle of the British 
Conftitution. 

Even the judicial funftion is, in the British system, 
by no means so clearly withdrawn from the control of 
‘ the Government ’ as Montesquieu’s doftrine would 
require. It is true that we attach great importance 
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to the independence of the judicial bench, and that 
judges of the High Court can only be removed after 
an address by both Houses of Parliament. But this 
rule could be altered by Parliament to-morrow ; it is 
not, as in America, safeguarded by being embodied 
in a Constitution which cannot be altered by the 
ordinary process of legislation. Moreover, the Lord 
Chancellor, who is the head of the Judiciary, is himself 
a member of ‘ the Government ’ and a party man. 
The High Court judges are appointed on his recom- 
mendation, and the appointments are often influenced 
by political or party considerations. Not that incom- 
petent men are chosen ; but the beSl man is sometimes 
passed over, and the second-beSt man is sometimes 
chosen because he has been useful to the party in office. 
The very important class of County Court judges are not 
merely appointed by the Lord Chancellor — a member of 
‘ the Government ’ — but may aftually be dismissed by 
him. The British judges have no such power as the 
American judges possess, of declaring a law ‘ uncon- 
ftitutional ’ ; they mu^t give eflFeft to whatever law 
Parliament may pass — usually on the initiative of ‘ the 
Government.’ And if they give a decision which ‘ the 
Government’ considers to be unsound, it may be in effeft 
reversed by an A6t of Parliament carried by a Govern- 
ment majority. Thus when the higher court of the 
realm decided that all the property of the Free Church 
of Scotland legally belonged to the small remnant which 
refused to agree to the union of that Church with the 
United Presbyterian Church, the Government of the 
day promptly introduced and carried a Bill to reverse 
this decision, and to transfer the bulk of the disputed 
property to the United Free Church, which had been 
deprived of it by legal decfsion. Thus, again, when 
the judges decided that Trade Unions were liable 
under the Common Law for loss or damage caused by 
strikes, ‘ the Government ’ introduced and carried a 
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Bill to alter the law thus declared. Neither of these 
Afts would have been possible in America. In view 
of all these fafts, it may fairly be said that there is in 
the British syftem no ^ri<^l Separation of Powers even 
in regard to the judicia. y ; but that the ultimate con- 
trol refts nominally with Parliament, and really with 
‘the Government’ when it commands a majority in 
Parliament. 

In short, the essence of the British syftem is that 
all power and all responsibility tend more and more 
to be concentrated upon what we call ‘ the Govern- 
ment ’ ; and that, so long as ‘ the Government ’ com- 
mands a docile majority in Parliament, its power is 
praftically unlimited and uncontrolled, except by the 
fear of alienating public opinion and therefore losing 
its power at the next general eledlion. This statement 
is mlly borne out by the ordinary forms of popular 
speech, and even by the political judgments of in- 
ftrufted commentators. If a recently made law works 
badly, we do not blame Parliament, the law-making 
body; we blame ‘the Government,’ which (we say) 
passed the law. If taxation is' heavy and we are 
spending too much money, again we do not blame 
Parliament, which is supposed to ‘ hold the firings of 
the purse,’ we blame ‘ the Government ’ ; and it is 
always ‘ the Government,’ not Parliament, which we 
describe as being extravagant or unduly parsimonious. 

Whether this is, or is not, a healthy ^ate of things — 
whether ‘ the Government ’ ought, or ought not, to 
be brought under closer criticism, supervision and 
control, and, if so, by what means this could be done — 
are questions to which we shall later have to give 
some attention. But in the meanwhile, it is clear that 
the viSt powers of ‘ the Government ’ are the domi- 
nating faft in our system. Our fir^ task mu^I there- 
fore be to get some clear notion of the extent of these 
powers ; and then to consider what exaftly we mean 
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when we speak of ‘ the Government,’ of what elements 
it consifts, how it is appointed, and how it works. 

II. The Powers of ‘ the Government ’ 

‘ The Government,’ not merely in theory, but in 
reality, wields in the King’s name all that vaft complex 
of powers, largely undefined, which are covered by 
the phrase ‘ the Royal Prerogative.’ The King is the 
source of all authority, in legal theory; and he (or 
‘ the Government ’ afting in his name) wields every 
power which has not been specifically withdrawn from 
him, or definitely limited, by law. All public ofiicials 
of the State are his servants ; the Navy and Army are 
his Navy and his Army ; the rulers of all dependencies 
are his representatives ; all treaties with foreign States 
are made in his name, and the ambassadors who ‘ lie 
abroad for the good of their country ’ are his spokes- 
men ; he is the fountain not only of authority, but also 
of honour, and all titles and dignities (which are a 
potent means of rewarding service and securing loyalty) 
emanate from him. There is no limit to his power 
save that he cannot make or alter laws, or raise taxes, 
without the assent of Parliament, and that he muft 
use his power in accordance with the law. But (in 
legal form) the King performs all these vaft and 
indefinite functions on the advice of his Ministers, 
who are legally responsible for any misuse of them ; 
for in the eye of the law the King himself ‘ can do no 
wrong.’ And this means (in a<^ual practice) that ‘ the 
Government ’ has annexed the whole of the Royal 
Prerogative, subject only to the safeguard (which is, 
so far as it goes, a real one) that the King can prote^ 
privately again^ anything^ being done in his name 
which he ilrongly disapproves. 

It is not only the Royal Prerogative which ‘ the 
Government ’ has annexed. Whenever it commands 
a clear majority in the House of Commons, it also 
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wields praftically the whole power of Parliament. It 
does this, in the main, by means of an elaborate party 
organisation, which is normally controlled by the head 
of ‘ the Government,’ since he commonly nominates 
the party officials by whom the secret party fund is 
raised and spent. Party organisation and party dis- 
cipline have been so much elaborated during the laft 
two generations that the members of Parliament who 
have been elefted as representatives of a party hesitate 
long before showing any independence of their leaders 
— or, at any rate, before carrying their independence 
to the point of open revolt — because they know that 
they will thus endanger their seats : in a sy^lem of 
election based upon single-member constituencies, as 
ours is, the ableSt man has little or no chance of eledtion 
if a rival candidate is put up againSl him by his own 
party, and this will happen if he shows too much 
independence. And ‘ the Government ’ has a further 
means of ensuring the docility of its majority, in its 
power to use (or threaten the use of) the Royal Pre- 
rogative of dissolution. This weapon may even be 
used (if the precedent of 1924 holds good) by a 
Government which has no clear majority in the House 
of Commons. Hence it is little exaggeration to say 
that ‘ the Government ’ normally wields all the powers 
of the House of Commons as well as all the powers 
of the Crown. As for the House of Lords, its power 
has become almodl negligible since the Parliament 
Aft of 1911; and, when ‘ the Government ’ wants to 
impose its will upon the House of Lords, it has in 
reserve — for use in an extreme emergency — the Royal 
Prerogative of creating peers : a threat to use this 
power was enough to bring about a rapid collapse of 
the Lords’ resiftance to the Parliament Aft in 1911. 
Finally, as we have seen, the boafted independence of 
the judicial bench — real as it is within its limits — 
provides no effeftive limitation of the autocracy of 



How Britain is Governed 


26 


‘ the Government.’ If the judges give a decision 
which ‘ the Government ’ and its supporters dislike, 
it can always be reversed by an Aft or Parliament. 

We are thus juftified in saying that the moft dis- 
tinftive feature of the British syftem is the concen- 
tration of all power and all responsibility, adminis- 
trative, legislative, and even (in the laft resort) judicial, 
in the hands of ‘ the Government,’ so long as it com- 
mands a majority in the House of Commons. This 
diftatorship (for such it essentially is) may be wielded 
by the heads of any organised political party which is 
able to win a majority of seats in the House of Com- 
mons by the skilful use of eleftioneering devices, even 
if this majority of seats represents (as it often does) a 
minority of votes. It may safely be said that no 
party ever has, or ever will have, a clear majority of 
satisfied and convinced supporters in the country. 
The diftatorship is qualified only — and is sometimes 
qualified very dangerously — by the necessity of not 
alienating that fluftuating margin of voters who have 
it in their power, by turning the scale in a few con- 
ftituencies, to throw the handkerchief to one or another 
of the groups of party manipulators. 

It will be observed that in this syftem very little 
independent power is left to Parliament, which the 
text-books are so fond of describing as the supreme 
controlling power in our syftem. In reality, so long 
as ‘ the Government ’ has a clear majority, Parliament 
is reduced to two funftions. It is an eleiloral machine^ 
by means of which the decision of the eleftorate is 
given as to who shall wield the immense powers of 
government ; but normally this power is exhaufted at 
the moment of eleftion, which decides the main issue. 
It is also an advisory body, through which the all- 
powerful Government is enabled in some degree to 
reel the pulse of the country, and to modify its proposals 
so as to avoid alienating public opinion. 
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The vaft powers wielded by ‘ the Government ’ in 
the British syftem demand closer analysis than we 
have yet given to them. They may be grouped under 
four heads : (i) Patronage, (2) Admini^ration, (3) 
Legislation, and (4) Finance. 

(i) Patronage. Almo^ all persons who hold im- 
portant official positions are appointed by ‘ the Govern- 
ment ’ : the Bishops and Deans of the Church of 
England (because it is a State Church) ; all the judges 
from the I^ords of Appeal down to the humbled town 
magistrate ; all the ambassadors at foreign Courts, 
with their Staffs ; the Viceroy of India, the Governors- 
General of the great Dominions, the Governors of 
Crown Colonies and other dependencies, together with 
their principal officers — men who rule vaSt territories 
peopled by savage tribes in Africa, or WeSt Indian 
Islands, or Strategic and trading centres such as 
Gibraltar, Aden, and Singapore ; some of the moSt 
important professors in the Universities; the Gover- 
nors of all the gaols ; all the higher officers in the 
Navy, Army and Air Force (junior officers being 
selefted by various teSts of ability) ; all the higher 
officials of the Civil Service (the Junior officials, ^g^in, 
being selected by competitive examination). This 
catalogue is by no means exhaustive ; in brief, all the 
controlling personalities, in official work of every kind, 
are appointed (or, what comes to the same thing, 
recommended to the King for appointment) either by 
the Prime Minister, as head of ‘ the Government,’ or 
by one of the Minivers who constitute his Cabinet. 

The huge mass of patronage thus wielded by ‘ the 
Government ’ is exercised without any sort of control 
on the part of Parliament : a debate may indeed be 
raised if some appointment or dismissal seems to the 
Opposition to offer a good opportunity of discrediting 
‘ the Government,’ but the criticism will normally be 
voted down. There is no suggestion that Parliament 
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has any right to survey the use of Government patronage 
as a whole. It never hears of moil of the appointments ; 
for the moil part, it reads of them, like the ordinary 
citizen, in the columns of the newspaper. 

(2) Administration. This single word covers the 
whole vail work of managing from day to day the 
common affairs of 45,000,000 of people, and direfting 
the concerns of peoples of every imaginable race 
scattered over the face of the earth, and conilituting 
about one-quarter of its total population. This is, of 
course, the principal fun£lion of ‘ the Government.’ 
It is described by the text-books as the ‘ executive ’ 
fundlion. But the word is very inadequate, since it 
suggeils that all ‘ the Government ’ has to do is to 
apply or carry out laws laid down by Parliament. 
The fundlion of adminiilration extends far beyond 
the mere execution of laws, and covers a vail deal of 
work which has never been defined by law at all. 

There is, of course, a great deal of government 
work that is in a ilridl sense ‘ executive.’ Thus 
syilems of health insurance and unemployment insur- 
ance have been eilablished by law; it is part of the 
business of government to colleft the contributions, 
and to arrange for the payment of benefits to those to 
whom they are due. 

Again, important duties have been imposed upon 
various local authorities by law — the work of education, 
for example, or the maintenance of order by means of 
a police force, or the relief of deilitution, or the carry- 
ing out of works of sanitation. It is part of the 
admini^rative funftion of ‘ the Government,’ not to 
do these things itself, but to see that they are efficiently 
done. This means far more than seeing that the law 
is not adlually broken ; it means defining how the 
law is to be carried into effeft — what sort of schools 
are to be built, how teachers are to be trained, what 
the pupils in the schools are to learn ; or what rates 
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of relief are to be paid to various classes of destitute 
persons ; or what syftems of sanitation are desirable. 
‘ The Government ’ does not merely see that the work 
is done at a minimum level, and pay part of its co^l out 
of funds voted for the purpose ; through its staffs of 
inspectors, and in other ways, it exercises constant 
pressure to ensure that the work is done as well as 
possible. 

There are yet other fields in which the power of 
‘ the Government ’ is of the same nature as the power 
of the Board of Directors of a great commercial con- 
cern. The moit notable of these is the Po^ Office, 
a vaft business with branches in every little village in 
the country, employing tens of thousands of workers. 
It is a great profit-making concern •, and ‘ the Govern- 
ment ’ decides how it shall expand, and at what pace, 
and what new ventures it shall undertake. 

Again, while the amount of money to be expended, 
and the number of men to be enli^Ied, for the Army, 
Navy and Air Force are nominally determined by 
Parliament, it is ‘ the Government ’ which decides 
how these men shall be organised and trained, and 
what use shall be made of the various regiments, ships 
or air-squadrons. Parliament is seldom consulted or 
even informed about these matters, although they may 
often have a very material bearing upon national policy. 
Thus, on the eve of the laft great war, ‘ the Govern- 
ment,’ without consulting Parliament, decided to con- 
centrate the whole British fleet in the North Sea, and 
to leave the defence of the Mediterranean to the French 
fleet — a decision which might have had a material 
bearing upon the issue of peace or war with Germany. 
Thus, again, in 1929 ‘the Government’ decided to 
withdraw British troops from the occupied area in 
Germany, and adlually did so, during the parliamentary 
vacation, without any sort of formal authorisation from 
Parliament. 
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These a<Els were, in faft, expressions of the foreign 
policy of the Governments concerned ; and foreign 
policy is, of all spheres of adminiftration, that in which 
the power of ‘ the Government ’ is mo^ independent 
and uncontrolled. In recent years, it is true, the 
practice has been eftablished of submitting formal 
treaties for ratification by Parliament. But there is 
even now no guarantee that this will be done — no law 
requires it. There have been very important ‘ secret 
treaties ’ concluded within the la^l twenty years. And 
even when a treaty is submitted for ratification, the 
country’s honour may already have been so deeply 
committed (as, for example, in the case of the Treaty 
of Lausanne, 1924) that Parliament could have no 
alternative to ratification. In any case, it is the day- 
to-day condudl: of foreign relations that is of mo^ 
vital importance, since it may mean friendship or 
enmity, peace or war, with this country or that ; and 
over the day-to-day conduct of foreign relations ‘ the 
Government ’ wields unchecked control. 

Finally, Parliament has almoft nothing to say, even 
in form, regarding the innumerable problems which 
daily arise in the government of the dependencies 
scattered over every part of the world. It may have 
an occasional debate upon one or another outstanding 
question ; but even in these cases a Government which 
commands a majority will always get its own way, 
since in these matters there is little fear of arousing 
any excitement among the mass of eleftors. 

In form, of course. Parliament can challenge any 
part of the administrative work of ‘ the Government,’ 
and can dismiss either the Cabinet as a whole or the 
Minister directly responsible. In fa<ft, it knows very 
little about the major part of this work, and it cannot 
exercise any effedtive control over it. We are not 
here concerned to discuss the question whether Par- 
liament ought not to exercise a more effedtive control, 



3 1 Functions oj ‘ the Government ' 

and why it does not do so. That question will claim 
our attention later. We are here concerned only to 
emphasise the enormous importance, range and ampli- 
tude of the adminiftrative powers wielded by ‘ the 
Government ’ ; and to show that, in all essentials, 
they are independently wielded so long as ‘ the Govern- 
ment ’ has a clear majority in the House of Commons. 

(3) Legislation. The making of laws is generally 
regarded as the special function of Parliament. In 
aftual fadf, it has been annexed by ‘ the Government.’ 
The ordinary member of Parliament has almost loft 
the right of initiating laws. On one day in the week, 
indeed, he may (if he is lucky in the ballot for such 
chances) introduce a Bill, and have it discussed. On 
other days he may introduce a Bill under the ‘ ten- 
minutes rule,’ which means that his exposition of his 
proposal muft be limited to ten minutes ; but there 
are few subjefts of importance which can be adequately 
expounded in that space of time. In any case, a Bill 
introduced in either of these ways has not the fainteft 
chance of being carried into law, unless it is taken 
over as a Government measure. The private member’s 
aftivity in legislation is at beft a demonftration to 
which nobody pays any attention ; at worft, a mere 
wafte of parliamentary time. Even a powerful oppo- 
sition party, backed (as, under our curious syftem, it 
may be) by a majority of the eleftors, has no chance 
of securing consideration for a Bill. ‘ The Govern- 
ment,’ and ‘ the Government ’ alone, is regarded as 
responsible for drafting and introducing all important 
legislation. Its Bills may, indeed, be modified during 
the discussion in either House of Parliament ; but if 
it has a ftable majority, this will only happen by its 
own consent. 

It is highly significant that ‘ the Government ’ is 
beginning to transfer the real discussion of some 
measures, at any rate, outside of Parliament. The 
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real debate, for example, upon the Derating Bill of the 
Conservative Government of 1924-29 was carried on 
between the Miniilry of Health and the local authori- 
ties : amendments were accepted on the demand of 
the local authorities which ‘ the Government ’ would 
never have accepted if they had been proposed in Par- 
liament. Moreover, Parliament is now never per- 
mitted to take part in the preliminary discussion of 
needed legislation. For this purpose Royal Com- 
missions or Departmental Committees, the members 
of which are diredlly nominated by ‘ the Government ’ 
without any consultation of Parliament, are now 
habitually employed. And, finally. Governments are 
becoming more and more fond of embodying their 
proposals in Bills of very general tenour, and inserting 
in them clauses giving power to the Minifter of this 
Department or that to issue regulations having the 
force of law under the terms of the Bills. This new 
fashion of ‘ administrative legislation ’ is a very remark- 
able modern development which the present Lord Chief 
Justice has sharply criticised. All these tendencies, 
taken together, seem to show that ‘ the Government ’ 
(by whatever party it happens to be controlled) in- 
ftin£tively aims at increasing its own autocracy, already 
overwhelming, by whittling away the nominal legis- 
lative authority of Parliament to the moSf tenuous 
proportions. 

I do not suggeSl that Parliament ought to be an 
independent legislative body, like the American Con- 
gress. On the contrary, there are Strong reasons why 
the initiative in legislation should fall to ‘ the Govern- 
ment,’ seeing that it alone is in contaft, through the 
vaSl range of the administrative activities which it 
controls, with the aCtual needs of the community, and 
the practical methods of satisfying them. But it is 
necessary to recognise that the time-honoured descrip- 
tion of Parliament as the effective legislative body has 
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ceased to be in any valuable sense true. ‘ The 
Government ^ is responsible for legislation, as it is 
responsible for administration ; and the only pradlical 
question about Parliament is whether, in the one case 
or the other, it is an effective criticising body, and 
whether it is able to exercise usefully its true function, 
that of being what Burke called ‘ a control on behalf 
of the people.* This question we shall attempt to 
answer in later chapters. 

(4) Finance. There has never been a text-book 
on the history or working of the British Constitution 
which has failed to repeat the venerable dogmas that 
the ultimate lever of power is the control of finance ; 
and that the House of Commons is the supreme factor 
in British government, because it ‘ holds the purse- 
strings.* But are these venerable dogmas true } In 
form they are, because no tax can be levied until the 
House of Commons has voted it, and no money can 
be spent upon anything which the House of Commons 
has not approved. In fa£t, however, the control of 
the House of Commons over finance is even more 
unreal and perfunftory than its control over legislation. 
Indeed, in the sphere of finance the initiative reSts 
with ‘ the Government * not only by recent cuSlom, 
but also by long-eSfablished praftice. In memory of 
the days when the King had to ask Parliament for 
grants of money and explain how he proposed to spend 
them, it is the recognised duty of ‘ the Government * 
to lay before the House of Commons every year (a) a 
statement of the financial needs of the various Depart- 
ments, in the form of eftimates ; and (J?) a series of 
proposals for raising the required money. The former 
is discussed by the House in Committee of Supply ; 
but by a sound and long-eftablished rule the House 
cannot add to, though it may reduce, the expenditure 
proposed by ‘ the Government.’ The second is dis- 
cussed in Committee of Ways and Means, but, by 

D 



How Britain is Governed 34 

another sound and well-e^lablished rule, the House 
cannot propose any new tax not sugge^ed by ‘ the 
Government,’ though it may rejeft any tax proposed. 
In adual fadl, whenever ‘ the Government ’ has a 
clear majority, the House seldom attempts to make 
any serious alterations either in the climates or in 
the taxes, and never succeeds except in matters of 
trivial importance. There is no syftematic discussion 
of the eftimates for any Department, for any serious 
challenge is treated by ‘ the Government ’ as a vote of 
censure, and defeated by its solid majority. There is, 
in fa<5t, no sphere in which ‘ the Government ’ is usually 
less willing to allow any effeftive freedom of decision 
to Parliament than the sphere of finance ; none in 
which the dictatorship of ‘ the Government ’ is more 
apparent. 


III. What is '‘the Government' ? 

It appears, then, that the outstanding faCt of the 
British syStem is the omnipotence of* the Government,’ 
at any rate so long as it commands a majority in the 
House of Commons, whether that majority represents 
a majority in the country or not. Even when it does 
not command a majority, it has a praCtically unchecked 
power of appointing to a vaSl number of important 
public offices ; it wields enormous power in the sphere 
of administration, for the moSt part without any 
effective control by Parliament ; and although it may 
not be able, when it is in a minority, to carry all the 
laws it desires, or to manage the national finances 
precisely as it would like, nevertheless it has full 
responsibility for the initiation of legislation, and its 
proposals for expenditure and for taxation, while they 
may be reduced, cannot be otherwise altered. It 
would seem therefore that the sanClified traditional 
phrases about the working of, the Constitution Stand 
in great need of revision. 
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If we are to attempt an hone^ and reali^ic analysis 
of our syftem, we mu^l clearly ^lart with this omni- 
potent Government. And the fir^ queilions that 
demand an answer are, How is ‘ the Government ’ 
composed ? What elements does it include ? How 
are these elements selected, how are they organised, 
and how are they related one to another ? 

There are two main elements in ‘ the Government. ’ 
The fir^ is what is commonly called ‘ the Mini^ry,’ 
and consifts of the politicians, drawn from both 
Houses of Parliament, to whom the Prime Miniver 
entrusts the direction of various offices. Within the 
Miniftry is the smaller body known as the Cabinet, 
which is the supreme controlling authority in the 
British sy^em of government. Molt people are con- 
tent to identify the Ministry or the Cabinet with ‘ the 
Government.’ All the text-books habitually make this 
identification ; and if one were to judge by the hiltories 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, one would 
conclude that all the operative work of government 
had in faft been performed by the MiniHry, or rather, 
by the Cabinet : we hear of nobody else. 

But there is another element, not less important, 
about which the political text-books and the hiHorians 
have hitherto been Hrangely silent. This is the Per- 
manent Civil Service, which has until recently remained 
in the background, thriving in obscurity, content to 
do the bulk of the work and leave the credit to the 
Cabinet. Its numbers, its funftions, and its powers 
have grown so rapidly that we have recently begun to 
describe it as ‘ the Bureaucracy.’ This ugly word (a 
horrid hybrid of French and Greek) is formed on the 
analogy of AriHocracy and Democracy, and llridily 
means ‘ government by professional adminillrators.’ 
If the Permanent Civil Service is in fadl what it is in 
theory — merely a Haff of expert servants under the 
effedlive control of the political MiniHers — then the 
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word Bureaucracy, which suggests the exercise of a 
large degree of independent power by an official class, 
cannot legitimately be used of it. But if there is, as 
many think, a ftrong and growing element of true 
bureaucracy, or uncontrolled officialism, in our syftem, 
we ought to recognise it and bring it into the light. 
We ought to cease to write and speak (as Mill and 
Bagehot almost did, and as mo^ text-books on politics 
^till habitually do) as if the Permanent Civil Service 
scarcely exited. 

One preliminary observation may help a little to 
clear the issue. It is obvious that the Cabinet would 
be helpless without the Civil Service. But is the 
reverse ftatement equally true Suppose Parliament 
and the Cabinet were to disappear to-morrow. Could 
government go on ? A hundred years ago it probably 
could not have gone on. To-day, almoll certainly, it 
could. If the permanent chiefs of the great Depart- 
ments of State met at intervals to correlate and dovetail 
their work, things would run on quite smoothly for 
quite a long time. This means that bureaucracy has 
in fadl become an indispensable part of our syftem : 
indeed, the really operative part of it. 

We shall therefore begin our analysis of the aftual 
working of ‘ the Government ’ by discussing the 
powerful class of permanent professional adminis- 
trators, and considering how far their power is inde- 
pendent, or, in the ftrift sense of the word, ‘ bureau- 
cratic.’ We can then turn to consider the Cabinet as 
the political control of the bureaucratic machine. 



CHAPTER II 


THE PROFESSIONAL ADMINISTRATORS AND THE GROWTH 
OF BUREAUCRACY 

I. The Old SyUem and the New 

The growth of the expert or professional element in 
the government of Britain has been quite as important 
in its effefts upon the working of our system as the 
growth of democracy itself. 

This change has taken place almoil wholly during 
the course of the la^ hundred years. Before the 
beginning of the social reconftruftion which followed 
the Induftrial Revolution and began about 1832, the 
fundfions of government in Britain were so limited in 
their range, and (comparatively speaking) so simple in 
charadler, that they could be, and were, effeftively 
conduced or controlled by amateurs, drawn from the 
governing class of landowners. This, indeed, was 
one of the essential features of British ‘ self-govern- 
ment,’ and it especially di^inguished the British syftem 
from that of other European countries. In France, 
in Spain, in the petty States of eighteenth-century 
Germany and Italy, the work of admini^ration, both 
central and local, was carried on by salaried professional 
admini^rators, appointed by the supreme monarch ; 
ordinary folk had no share in this work. But in 
Britain, at every ftage, the work of administration 
was done by amateurs who did not abandon their 
ordinary occupations, and who — even if they were not 
popularly eledled — were deeply influenced by the 
opinions of their fellows. Thus the affairs of the 
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parish were managed by farmers or other villagers, 
often chosen by the Veltry; the affairs of the little 
towns were managed by groups of tradesmen in their 
close corporations ; the affairs of the counties, and the 
general maintenance of order, were in the hands of 
ordinary country gentlemen, acting as Juftices of the 
Peace and meeting in Quarter Sessions ; and, finally, 
the affairs of the State as a whole were managed by a 
group of Ministers, drawn from the governing class 
of great landowners, and from the lawyers and the 
naval and military officers, who mainly came from the 
same class. 

The funftions of government were so simple that 
this syftem worked well enough. No attempt was 
made by the central Government to regulate the social 
conditions or the trading aftivities of the country as 
a whole, nor was there any interference with the local 
authorities. Under the Tudors, indeed, the Privy 
Council had kept a pretty close hold upon the local 
magistrates ; but this had long since come to an end. 
Even so vital a social funftion as the administration 
of Poor Relief was not controlled from London, except 
by a few general A6ts of Parliament which it was not 
the business of any Department of State to enforce ; 
and so momentous a change as the giving of subsidies 
in aid of wages was Started in 1795 by a mere resolu- 
tion of the Berkshire magistrates, which was subse- 
quently imitated in other counties. There were no 
Departments to perform the work of the modern 
Ministries of Health, Education, Labour, Mines, 
Transport, Agriculture ; and nearly all the work of 
the modern Home Office and the Board of Trade had 
not yet been begun. The immensely important func- 
tions which are carried on by these Departments were 
either disregarded, or left to the discretion of the 
Justices of the Peace anff the other local authorities. 

The functions of the central Government in the 
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sphere of administration were, in fadt, pradtically 
limited to four. The firSl was the condudl of foreign 
relations through ambassadors, and the control of 
colonies and dependencies through governors : these 
diSlindt branches of work, together with the general 
supervision of home affairs, were divided, on a highly 
illogical basis, between two Secretaries of State, one 
for the North, the other for the South. The second 
fundlion was the maintenance of the Navy with its 
dockyards, and of a very small Army : the Navy was 
under the control of the Board of Admiralty, the Army 
under a Commander-in-Chief, a MaSler General of 
the Ordnance, and a minor Minister known as the 
Secretary at War, who had nothing to do with Army 
policy, but only with questions of supply. The third 
fundtion was the raising of revenue, mainly by means 
of tariffs, which also served to regulate foreign and 
imperial trade : here the controlling power belonged 
to the FirSt Lord of the Treasury and the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer — as yet a relatively minor Minister ; 
while the Board of Trade adted as a sort of advisory 
body to them and to the Secretaries of State, wielding 
very little diredt authority. The fourth fundtion was 
the maintenance of a rudimentary poSt office. The 
administration of juStice scarcely counted as a separate 
department : the nomination of the judges, and the 
appointment of local magistrates, fell to the Lord 
Chancellor, but the police syStem and the upkeep of 
gaols were left to the local authorities. 

In all these Departments, of course, there had to 
be a Staff of clerks ; the cuStoms and excise (which 
had to maintain a Staff at every port), the Admiralty 
with its dockyards, and the PoSt Office had large 
numbers of subordinate employees — so large that their 
votes controlled the eledtions in many constituencies, 
and they lived in fear of losing their poSts if they did 
not vote for the winning side. All this patronage 
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was used, often in the moft cynical way, to ^Irengthen 
the controlling group of politicians, though there was 
never a fully developed ‘ spoils syftem ’ — a clearing 
out of subordinate officials appointed by one party to 
make room for a new set appointed by another party — 
such as long existed in America. But officials who 
held their pofts on such precarious tenure could not 
dream of exercising any independent authority. In 
any case, the questions which had to be decided were, 
in each Department, relatively so few that they were 
easily within the scope of an ordinarily induftrious 
politician ; and (except, to some extent, in the Board 
of Admiralty) they rarely involved out-of-the-way 
expert knowledge. Bureaucracy, therefore, was non- 
exigent in eighteenth-century Britain : both at the 
centre and locally the business of the country was 
managed by amateurs in the intervals of their other 
occupations. 

A great change began in the nineteenth century, 
when large labours of political and social reconstruc- 
tion had to be undertaken. One new fundlion after 
another was imposed upon the Government ; and 
every new funftion involved the appointment of a 
professional Staff. The mere volume of the work to 
be done made it more and more impossible for the 
politicians in nominal control of the Departments to 
exercise effective maStery ; moreover, the new func- 
tions involved more and more expert knowledge, which 
the politicians seldom possessed. Gradually, there- 
fore, as the century wore on, the numbers of the pro- 
fessional administrators grew, their functions became 
more expert and specialised, and the nominal ‘ re- 
sponsibility ’ of their political chiefs became more and 
more unreal. The process was almoSt unnoticed. In 
Parliament the politician at the head of each Depart- 
ment always accepted responsibility for everything that 
was done by his subordinates, and spoke as if every 
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aft of theirs had been due to a deliberate decision 
made by himself; and all the hiftories of the period 
make this assumption as a matter of course. 

Presently a great and valuable reform was accom- 
plished, which did more than anything else to 
ftrengthen the power of the Permanent Officials. In 
1855 the Civil Service Commission was eftablished, 
and soon all pofts in the Civil Service (with a few 
exceptions) came to be filled by competitive examina- 
tion. This had two consequences. In the firft place, 
it brought into the Civil Service the ableft produfts 
of the Universities ; and power goes to ability. In 
the second place, it made the position of the Permanent 
Officials absolutely secure. They no longer owed 
their places to patronage ; they no longer had any 
reason to fear displacement. This gave them a real 
independence. Of course, they were ftill bound to 
obey the orders of their minifterial chiefs. But when 
a chief knows that his subordinates are quite as able 
as himself, that they have a vaftly deeper knowledge 
of the subjeft than he has, and that they were not 
appointed by him and cannot be removed by him, he 
becomes very chary of isauing ‘ orders ’ that override 
their formed opinions — especially if they all ftand 
together. 

II. The Growth of the Funtlions of Government 

Before we turn to examine more closely the extent 
of the power wielded by the professional adminiftrators 
and the ways in which this power is used, it will be 
well to trace the ftages in the amazing increase of 
their numbers and their funftions during the laft 
century. 

The firft important departure took place in I794> 
when, to deal with the special problems created by 
the French Revolutionary War, and to adminifter the 
varied new possessions acquired during the war, a 
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new Department was created under a third Secretary 
of State, known as the Secretary for War and Colonies. 
It was organised in two diilinft branches. The War 
seftion for the fir^ time brought the adminiftration 
of the Army under the management of professional 
admini^rators, and reduced the Commander-in-Chief 
to relative unimportance. The Colonial Department 
had to undertake a great mass of varied work, as new 
territories were conquered ; and the number and 
variety of the new territories acquired during the 
Napoleonic War were remarkable. 

The Colonial Department soon came to be known 
as the mo^l ‘ bureaucratic ’ of all the Government 
Departments. It was the objedt of the firdt satire 
ever diredled against British bureaucracy; Charles 
Buller, one of the colonial reformers of the ’thirties, 
wrote a vigorous and amusing satire on “ Mr. Mother 
Country,” in which he described how the affairs of 
the colonies were controlled (and in his view mis- 
managed) by pedantic officials who were quite unknown 
to the public, and whose proceedings were rarely even 
discussed in Parliament. Buller’s principal target was 
Sir James Stephen, who, during a long period of 
service in the Colonial Department, fir^ as legal 
adviser and then as Permanent Under-Secretary, 
directed British colonial policy with almodf autocratic 
power. His nominal chief, the Secretary of State, 
was usually more intere^ed in the military than in 
the colonial side of his office. Even when the Colonial 
Office was separated from the War Office in 1854, 
the Colonial Secretaryship was usually assigned to 
one of the lea^f able and energetic members of the 
Cabinet. The colonies were so diverse in charafter, 
and their problems were so variegated, that only 
specialists knew much* about them, and among the 
officials there were specialists on each of the colonies. 
This gave them a great advantage over the transient 
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Secretaries of State, usually men of no commanding 
ability. The consequence was that, except when a 
man of great capacity, with a genuine intereft in the 
subjeft (such as Lord Grey 1846-1852 and Joseph 
Chamberlain 1 895—1903), took command of the office, 
the government of the colonies was almost wholly 
under bureaucratic control ; and the responsibility of 
the Minister and the sovereignty of Parliament were 
alike unreal. 

If bureaucracy too'^ hold of the Colonial Office, it 
took an even firmer hold of the India Office, when 
that Department was constituted in 1858 after the 
abolition of the EaSt India Company. Here the 
Permanent Officials at home were brought into rela- 
tions with the elaborately organised and highly com- 
petent bureaucracy of the Indian Civil Service, which 
governed India almoSl uncontrolled, and whose mem- 
bers were selected by the same syStem of examination, 
after being trained in the same universities, as the 
officials at home. The Secretary of State (who, like 
the Colonial Secretary, was seldom one of the abler 
members of the Cabinet) commonly knew little about 
India, and had rarely even.visited it, save possibly for 
a cold-weather tour. To prevent him from meddling 
too dangerously, he was equipped with a Council, 
consisting almoft wholly of men who had had long 
experience of bureaucratic power in India. Parliament 
took no interest in Indian affairs : the annual debate 
on the Indian Budget, the one regular occasion upon 
which Parliament reviews its Stewardship of the 
interests of 300,000,000 people, always empties the 
House of Commons. 

Before the EaSt India Company was abolished. 
Parliament had been in the habit of instituting search- 
ing inquiries into the Company’s work, at intervals of 
ten or twenty years, when the Charter of the Company 
was renewed. Each of these inquiries, notably those 
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of 1772 and 1833, had led to an overhaul of the 
sy^em of Indian government, and to great and salutary 
changes. But the la^t of these inquiries took place in 
1853. The Ea^ India Company was abolished five 
years later ; and thereafter Parliament held no further 
inquiries, being satisfied because Indian affairs were 
nominally under the control of a Secretary of State, 
who was nominally under the control of Parliament. 
In reality, the powerful bureaucracy of India was left 
almoft unchecked, save by the kindred bureaucracy of 
the India Office ; it was less interfered with than in 
the days of the Ea^ India Company ; things went on 
quietly and efficiently in the traditional way, and it 
was not until the clamour of popular discontent in 
India forced public opinion at home to address itself 
to the problem of Indian government that this problem 
— which is surely the greater and the moft bewildering 
on the face of the earth — began to be seriously thought 
about. 

Great as was the power thrown into the hands of 
professional admini^rators in colonial and Indian 
affairs, it was less significant than the increase of their 
functions which came from the social recon^fruftion 
that was carried out at home during the nineteenth 
century ; because this meant that the old English 
tradition of ‘ self-government,’ that is, government by 
amateurs under the criticism of their fellows, was 
being replaced by professional administration, merely 
checked — and, as we shall see, not very effectively 
checked — by eleCted representatives. 

It is possible to trace three broad Stages in the 
development of the modern administrative syStem of 
Britain. In each Stage the professional administrator 
becomes more important, and the element of bureau- 
cracy becomes Stronger. 

The firSt Stage covers the period of constructive 
social reform which followed the Reform ACt of 1832. 
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In 1833 the fir^ effeftive Faftory A6l was passed. 
It set up Inspeftors under the Home Office, to go 
round the faftories and see that the provisions of the 
Aft were carried out. But the Inspeftors did more 
than this. Their regular reports pointed out the 
further reforms that were needed, and the methods of 
achieving them. It is not too much to say that the 
Inspeftorate provided a large part of the driving-force 
that created the whole Faftory Code. In the next 
year, 1834, the new Poor Law was enafted; and the 
Boards of Guardians, who took over the power of the 
old uncontrolled Juftices of the Peace, were placed 
under the control of a body of Poor Law Commis- 
sioners. The aftive spirit in this body was that indus- 
trious bureaucrat, Edwin Chadwick ; and it was the 
rain of Orders and Inftruftions which he poured forth, 
far more than the Aft itself, which fixed the charafter 
of the Poor Law syftem. Chadwick’s devouring 
energy later led (1848) to the firft of the Public 
Health Afts ; and from the beginning it was the 
driving force of the officials in London which com- 
pelled the local authorities to make aftive progress in 
applying these Afts. Meanwhile the new police 
syftem, created in the firft inftance by Sir Robert 
Peel, had been brought under the control of the Home 
Office, whereas previously police funftions had been 
left entirely to — and scandalously neglefted by — the 
local authorities ; the Home Office also took over 
responsibility for the prisons. Again, in 1839 the 
central Government firft began to take an intereft in 
popular education, hitherto left entirely to the volun- 
tary efforts of the Churches. Small exchequer grants 
were made to the schools ; and Inspeftors were 
appointed to see that they were properly spent. The 
reports of the Education Inspeftors, and the Orders 
and Codes issued nominally by the Committee of the 
Privy Council on Education, but really by the head- 
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quarters ^aff of an infant new Department of State, 
fixed the gradual development of the national system 
of education, determined what the children were to 
learn and how their teachers were to be trained, and 
ultimately led to the great Education Adi of 1870 
and its successors. 

In short, the necessities of social reorganisation 
brought bureaucracy into exidlence ; and without 
bureaucracy — that is to say, without a great deal of 
energy and independent initiative on the part of 
whole-time salaried admini^lrators — no social reorgan- 
isation of any value could have been achieved. 

The second ftage, which occupied the second half 
of the nineteenth century, may be said to have begun 
with the e^ablishment of the Civil Service Commission, 
to which reference has already been made. Before 
that date many of the officials of the great Departments 
were men of inferior quality, appointed largely as a 
means of influencing votes ; it was commonly said 
that this sort of corruption, and the inefficiency which 
always accompanies it, was the price that had to be 
paid for popular government ; and the idleness of the 
Civil Servant (who was supposed to come to the office 
late, and make up for that by leaving it early) was 
one of the favourite themes of popular satire. These 
sneers were quite untrue of some Departments, espe- 
cially the newer ones ; but they were true of others. 
So long as the Civil Service was largely staffed by 
third-rate men, it could not render full service to the 
community, nor could it make full use of the oppor- 
tunities which offered themselves for the acquisition 
of power. But after the establishment of the Civil 
Service Commission, and the selection of recruits by 
competitive examinatior^ all this changed. The ser- 
vice was now Staffed by the ableSt men available ; it 
very rapidly acquired the enviable reputation, which 
it ftill preserves, of being not only able, but incor- 
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ruptible, zealous and devoted. When a body of able 
and hard-working men are entrusted with public func- 
tions to which they are called upon to devote the 
whole of their time, it is inevitable that they should 
incessantly ^rive to extend their aftivities. The main 
feature of this second period, therefore, was not so 
much the Parting of new Departments and the assump- 
tion of new functions, as the con^ant expansion and 
development of the fundlions already undertaken, and 
the gradual winning of public confidence in the official. 

The Englishman, indeed, was being gradually 
weaned, without being aware of it, from that diilru^ 
of ‘ officials ’ and ‘ bureaucracy ’ upon which he had 
long prided himself. An American lady once told 
the writer that she had been deeply impressed, in an 
English railway carriage, by the aftion of an elderly 
gentleman, who, finding that the window would not 
open, at once took out a po^card and wrote to inform 
the company of the faft, giving the number of the 
carriage. “ That is the sign of a truly self-governing 
people,” said the lady ; “ every citizen feels that he is 
responsible for seeing that things go right.” The 
growing efficiency of ‘ officialism,’ central and local, 
rapidly undermined this habit of mind. The English- 
man was learning, when he found something wrong, 
not to put it right himself, but to say ” They ought not 
to allow it ” : a sentence which assumes the existence, 
somewhere in the background, of a body of officials 
whose business it is to see that things go right. When 
people have got into the habit, in relation to any 
branch of public affairs, of saying “ They ought not to 
allow it,” they are learning to rely upon bureaucracy, 
and to that extent are ceasing to be self-governing. 
The process was going on Readily during the second 
half of the nineteenth century ; and it was due to the 
increased efficiency and devotion of the public services, 
both central and local. 
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Our second period, the second half of the nineteenth 
century, has been described, absurdly enough, as the 
period of laisser-Jaire in British politics. Yet it saw 
a great and steady enlargement of the funftions of 
government, and therefore of the adlivities of the pro- 
fessional adminiftrators. Three important new De- 
partments were dlarted. The Local Government 
Board (1871) gathered up the scattered fundlions of 
the Poor Law officials and the Public Health officials, 
and generally tightened up the control exercised by 
the central Government over the local authorities. 
The foundation of the Board of Agriculture and 
Fisheries (1889) represented the assumption by the 
State of the duty of dlimulating and assifting the 
cultivators of the soil in a multitude of ways. The 
e^ablishment of the Board of Education (1899) co- 
ordinated various scattered adtivities which had grown 
up in a haphazard way, and prepared the ground for 
the creation of a genuinely national syftem of education 
under the Adi of 1902. This Adi, which was even 
more important than that of 1 8 70, was essentially the 
work, not of its nominal sponsors, though they deserve 
their share of credit, but of the professional adminis- 
trators who had been persi^lently enlarging their 
adlivities, and working out plans of development, 
during two generations. There was no sphere in 
which the work of adminidlration made greater advance 
during this period than education, and none in which 
the professional adminidlrators contributed more, for 
better or worse. The British national sy^em of 
education is in a far greater degree the creation of 
the adminidlrators than of either Parliament, or 
the Cabinet, or the scattered educational enthusia^ls 
throughout the country : its charadler is mainly due to 
the Codes and Regulations which the officials drew up, 
and to the conftant pressure which they exercised upon 
the local authorities. But it was only after 1 902, when 
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the main lines of the syftem had been defined, that the 
full ftrength of bureaucratic influence was displayed. 

The expansion of governmental aftivity in our 
second period was possibly mo^ marked in the sphere 
of education ; but it was very great in other spheres 
as well. The Board of Trade had been assuming 
more and more funftions throughout the nineteenth 
century as the trade and induftry of the country 
expanded ; the Foreign Office had added to its old- 
fashioned diplomatic fundlions that of maintaining an 
elaborate consular service for the assistance of traders 
in every part of the world ; every addition to the 
Faftories A6ts, the Food and Drugs A£ls, and other 
legislation of this type, had added to the powers and 
the Staff of the Home Office ; the PoSt Office was 
becoming a gigantic organisation which rendered 
innumerable and very varied services to the com- 
munity ; the Treasury — aristocrat of all the Depart- 
ments — had, in the time of Peel and Gladstone, 
developed an elaborate syStem of control over the 
expenditure of all the other Departments, and had 
become, in a fuller sense than ever, the very pivot of 
the whole machinery of government. Significantly 
enough, it was in the case of the Treasury that the 
vitally important function of the Civil Service, and its 
more or less independent aftivity, were firSt recognised 
in common parlance. In other Departments we often 
attribute to individual Statesmen the work of their 
Departments ; but we habitually speak of the control 
of the Treasury, or the monetary policy of the Treasury, 
in a way which implies the recognition of a corporate 
charadler, and even of a distinctive, continuous and 
independent will, not merely in the Minister at the 
head of the Department, but in the Department itself. 
This is the recognition of a powerml element of 
bureaucracy in our syStem. 

The third, and the moSl remarkable, period in the 
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development of professional admini^ration covers the 
years from 1906 to the present day. It began with 
the immense activity in social reform which di^in- 
guished the pre-war Liberal Government. The mo^ 
^riking feature of this work was the growing aftivity 
of the State in the sphere of induftry. A network of 
Labour Exchanges was spread over the country, to 
assi^l workers in finding employment. Trade Boards 
were eilablished to fix a minimum wage in induftries 
where the workers were unorganised and therefore 
unable to protect themselves ; and the State (afting, 
at fir^, through the Board of Trade) assumed the 
power of making the wage-rates thus fixed legally 
enforceable. A sy^em of conciliation in induftrial dis- 
putes was worked out. A Census of Produftion was 
set on foot. An elaborate syftem of Social Insurance, 
including Old Age Pensions, Insurance against Un- 
employment, and an immense scheme of Health Insur- 
ance which provided medical attendance and other 
benefits for the great mass of the population, was 
organised. The children of the nation were brought 
under medical inspection, and in many other ways 
child-life was taken under the protection of the State. 
A Road Board, endowed with funds drawn from the 
taxation of motorifts, was set up to reconstruct gradually 
the road syStem of the country. A National Develop- 
ment Commission, with substantial funds, was instituted 
to see to the fuller utilisation of the country’s resources. 
A survey and valuation of every acre of land in the 
country was undertaken. The whole telephone service 
was taken over by the State. All these new activities 
necessarily involved the engagement of large adminis- 
trative Staffs, who had to deal with highly complex 
and difficult questions, which were at once too numer- 
ous and too technical to be decided by busy politicians. 
These new State activities, moreover, brought the 
administrators into more direCt contaCt with the daily 
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life of the people in all classes. For the firft time a 
popular outcry began concerning the rapid growth of 
* bureaucracy.’ Yet all, or almost all, these new 
aftivities were necessary for the well-being of the com- 
munity, as has been shown by the faft that every 
subsequent Government has enlarged and increased 
them, while nobody (except Sir Erneft Benn) has ever 
seriously proposed to abandon them. And all this 
new work could only be carried on by and through 
trained professional ^affs. 

Then came the war ; and under its urgency the 
work of the professional administrators was swiftly 
and incredibly expanded. New Departments blos- 
somed like the leaves in spring. The whole engineer- 
ing industry was brought under the control of the 
Ministry of Munitions. The whole of the country’s 
shipping was subjedted either to the Admiralty or to 
the Ministry of Shipping. The nation was rationed 
by the Ministry of Food. Every important industry — 
coal, cotton, wool, agriculture — was brought under 
some form of control. A vaSt improvised Staff had to 
be organised to carry out these new fundtions. They 
were scarcely at all controlled or regulated by the 
Cabinet, whose attention was engrossed by the prob- 
lems of the war; they were not controlled at all by 
Parliament, which had become little more than a 
registering machine for the edidts of the War-Didtator- 


ship. Most of these emergency organisations dis- 
appeared, as a matter of course, as soon as peace was 
reftored. Their feverish, improvised and often high- 
handed or ill-considered adtions left an evil savour in 


the mouth of the nation ; and for a time it seemed 
likely that there would be a violent readtion againSt 
‘ bureaucracy.’ But they had also demonstrated that, 
in any emergency, the nation had learnt to rely mainly, 
not upon voluntary effort, but upon the organised 
work of whole-time salaried administrators. 
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Accordingly, when peace returned, it was found 
that a good deal of the adminiilrative development of 
the war-period ^ill survived ; and in some fields there 
had to be a further expansion to deal with the problems 
of reconilrudlion. Thus the normal working of the 
coal induftry had been so gravely difturbed, and its 
recovery was so seriously threatened by the develop- 
ment of new sources of power and by other faftors, 
that the State had to assume, in a series of Adis, new 
responsibilities in regard to this basic industry : the 
establishment of a special Ministry of Mines was the 
result. Again, the Stoppage of building operations 
during the war had brought about a shortage of 
houses ; the nation could no longer be content with 
the Standards of housing to which the mass of the 
people had had to submit before the war ; prices had 
so risen that it was impossible to meet the need in 
the ordinary course of private enterprise ; and con- 
sequently the State had to assume — for a time, at any 
rate, and perhaps in perpetuity — the responsibility (in 
conjundlion with the local authorities) of providing 
for the housing of the people on an adequate Standard. 
This immense new task, together with the kindred 
tasks of demolishing slums, planning new areas, and 
re-planning old ones, was entrusted to a new Depart- 
ment, the Ministry of Health, which also took over 
all the old functions of the Local Government Board, 
and all the work of the National Health Insurance 
scheme. From the outset, this new Department 
became one of the moSl important departments of 
State. Its fundlions were so varied, complex and 
technical that they naturally fell mainly into the hands 
of the experts. Again, the experience of the war, 
and the swift growth of motor traffic, had made a 
reconSlrudtion of the whole national syStem of transport 
seem desirable. For this purpose a new Ministry of 
Transport was created. Finally, high wages had ruled 
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during the war. A sudden return to pre-war rates 
was highly undesirable, and would be likely to lead to 
fierce and even revolutionary conflicts. Accordingly 
the sy^em of Trade Boards, for the fixation of wages 
in unorganised trades, was immensely expanded ; 
elaborate new methods of negotiation, and new 
machinery for indu^lrial conciliation and arbitration, 
were set up ; and at the same time the range of the 
Unemployment Insurance scheme was expanded to 
cover the whole of indu^ry. To administer all these 
new and difficult funftions, and also to manage the 
Labour Exchanges, another new Department, known 
as the Ministry of Labour, was set up. 

All these developments, which immensely expanded 
both the sphere of Government action and the numbers 
and functions of the professional administrators, were 
the result of the firSt period of reconStru6tion (1918- 
1922) which immediately followed the war. Since 
then the State has assumed responsibility for the 
systematic organisation of electric supply throughout 
the country ; and it has also established a monopoly 
of the new syStem of broadcasting. These functions, 
significantly enough, have not been placed under 
any Ministry : they are not controlled directly by 
the Cabinet, nor are they in any sense under the 
control of Parliament, except that Parliament passed, 
and may amend, the Adts which defined their methods 
of administration. Within the limits laid down by 
law, they are controlled by salaried experts ; that is 
to say, they are purely bureaucratic organisations. 

In the laSt few pages we have traced, in broad 
outline, the enormous and rapid expansion of the 
numbers, functions and powers of the professional 
administrative class in Great Britain. This is a pheno- 
menon which is surely of supreme constitutional im- 
portance. It is not less significant — perhaps it may 
turn out to have been more significant — than the con- 
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current expansion of democracy by the enlargement 
of the franchise. Plainly it is absurd to write and 
speak about our syilem of government as if this 
immense development had made no difference to it. 
The political theorists of the mid-nineteenth century 
almoft disregarded it, although it had already gone 
far in their time ; and wrote as if only Parliament and 
the Cabinet counted for anything in the government 
of Britain. We ought not to repeat their blunder, 
or go on echoing the hallowed phrases of Mill and 
Bagehot as if the revolution we have described had 
never taken place. We mu^t ^Irive to avoid the error 
of which Burke says mo^l people are guilty, that of 
being “ fifty years behind hand in their politicks.” 

But are we justified in saying that this remarkable 
expansion of the fundfions of the State implies that our 
syllem has become ‘ bureaucratic ’ The word cannot 
be ju^lified if these huge dlaffs of professional adminis- 
trators are only the agents and servants of diredling 
brains outside of their cadre. Now nobody would 
assert that the power of the adminiftrative dlaff is 
wholly uncontrolled, or that the Cabinet and Par- 
liament have no influence at all upon the course of 
events. Our syftem is certainly not a pure bureau- 
cracy. It is often difficult to determine where the 
real initiative, and the effective power of decision, 
adlually lie in pradlice. This subjedf demands further 
exploration. Can we say that the professional adminis- 
trators wield any uncontrolled, or imperfedlly con- 
trolled, authority ? If so, there is an element of 
bureaucracy in our sydlem, and it is important to 
form a judgment as to its strength and as to the extent 
to which it is under control. 

III. The Powers of Bureaucracy 

Let us consider, not merely forms and theories, but 
realities and fafts, in regard to the three funftions of 



55 Growth oj Bureaucracy 

administration, legislation and finance. Iri adminis- 
tration, the Permanent Civil Service is supposed merely 
to give efFeft to the will of the political head of the 
Department ; in legislation and finance it is not sup- 
posed to possess any power. Do these theories corre- 
spond with the fafts ? Let us examine this question, 
taking the three funftions in order. 

A. In AdminiSlration 

Think of a newly appointed Minister, taking com- 
mand of a great Public Department, such as the 
Ministry of Health or the Colonial Office. He has 
obtained this position because of his achievements in 
the general field of politics — because he is a good 
platform speaker, or a good parliamentary debater, 
or commands a great deal of social influence, or is a 
prominent Trade Union organiser. In a majority of 
cases he has no special knowledge of the immense and 
complex work of the Department over which he is to 
preside. A great part of his time is necessarily 
swallowed up by discussions in the Cabinet and in 
Parliament, by party negotiations, by eleftioneering 
adlivities, by public engagements of great variety, by 
all sorts of social calls. He has to deal with a body 
of officials who may be, and often are, men of far 
greater natural ability than himself, and who have 
been giving their whole time in quietness to the ^ludy 
of the problems of the office, during the years when he 
has been making his position in the world, or talking 
fluently on platforms. They bring before him hun- 
dreds of knotty problems for his decision : about moft 
of them he knows nothing at all. They put before him 
their suggeftions, supported by what may seem the 
moft convincing arguments and fadls. Is it not 
obvious that, unless he is either a self-important ass 
or a man of quite exceptional grasp, power and courage 
(and both of these types are uncommon among 



How Britain is Governed 56 

successful politicians), he will, in ninety-nine cases out 
of a hundred, simply accept their view, and sign his 
name on the dotted line ? In the hundredth case, 
some question of party principle — some promise that 
has been flourished on the platform — may be involved. 
The officials, of course, know this. They perhaps 
point out (what he had never realised) the pradfical 
difficulties in the way of a literal fulfilment of his 
pledges. They suggest to him a plausible com- 
promise, which will save his face without making too 
great a breach with the accepted policy of the office. 
They know that with one type of Minister they will 
have to go slow, and that with another type they can 
suggefi: bolder devices. But it is they who have to 
work out the pradlical methods of doing what is to be 
done. On the whole, the policy of “ the Office ” will 
nearly always prevail : its powers of quiet persidlence 
and of quiet obdlrudfion, and its command of all the 
fadls, are irresiftible except to a man of commanding 
power. 

The Minifter has to answer queftions in Parliament 
about all sorts of details : he is supplied by the Office 
with neatly typewritten replies ; and, if he is badgered, 
there is an expert from the Office waiting under the 
gallery of the House of Commons to supply him with 
all needful help. The Minifter has to make a big 
speech in Parliament, or on some important public 
occasion : the Office supplies him with all the necessary 
fadls and arguments, and, if need be, his official Private 
Secretary — a very clever young man — writes his speech 
for him. The Minister has to receive a deputation of 
disgruntled followers, or of experts from the local 
authorities who want to challenge something the Office 
has done : he meets them in the Office, and at his 
elbow are experts with all the fafts and figures, ready 
for any objeftion that may be raised. On the other 
hand, if he has insifted upon taking his own way, the 
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speech will not be so conclusive, the answers to objec- 
tions will not be so convincing, and he will get into 
trouble. In general, however, the Minister has every- 
thing to gain from his relations with his officials. 
He gets all the public credit for their work. He is at 
a great advantage in all discussions. He is made to 
appear, in the eyes of the public, a monument of 
knowledge. On the other hand, his ‘ responsibility ’ 
for everything done in the Office is a great safeguard 
to the officials. If their procedure is seriously chal- 
lenged in Parliament, the Minister can turn on the 
Government’s majority to proteft them, and to fore- 
close any serious inquiry. Bureaucracy thrives under 
the cloak of mini^lerial responsibility. 

It would, of course, be a grave blunder to suggest 
that Minifters are always, and in all respefts, merely 
the puppets of the bureaucracy, merely the cover 
behind which their power is wielded. A change of 
Mini^ry always brings a change of outlook and attitude 
in some Departments — not in the bulk of their work, 
but in some of its outstanding features : when a 
Ministry of pacifist sympathies, for example, succeeds 
a Ministry of militant leanings, the Departments 
concerned have to adjuSt themselves to the new outlook. 
The change is, indeed, often less great than it is made 
to appear on the platforms of the rival parties, because, 
behind the scenes, the pressure of the Offices usually 
tends towards continuity of policy. Nevertheless, 
there is a real change when a new Steersman takes the 
wheel, even if he is very conscious of his own ignorance 
of navigation, and very dependent upon the advice of 
his experienced crew. Moreover, when a powerful 
personality, with the gift of quickly adjusting himself 
to a new set of fadts, takes command, he can often 
put a new vitality into the work of the office, and shake 
It out of the traditional routine into which all offices 
are apt to fall : a Joseph Chamberlain, a Haldane, a 
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Lloyd George, can profoundly and permanently alter 
the methods and outlook of a Department, 

In these ways the changing political element in our 
administrative sySlem counts for a good deal and plays 
a very valuable part ; and it would be wholly untrue 
to say that our sySlem is a pure or uncontrolled 
bureaucracy. But it remains true that, over the field 
of central administration taken as a whole, the con- 
tinuous and persistent influence of the permanent Civil 
Service is the dominating fadt ; and therefore that the 
element of bureaucracy is of vital importance, though 
its Strength is masked by the dodtrine of ministerial 
responsibility. 

B. In Legislation 

In legislation the influence of the permanent officials 
is less obvious, but not less real. The legislation 
introduced by any Government, and carried by it 
through Parliament, falls into two categories. The 
firSt consists of those major controversial measures 
which are designed to carry into eflfedt the promises 
given by the Government party to the eleftorate, and 
these occupy the major part of the attention of Par- 
liament and the country. Their main ideas are, of 
course, due to the party which proposes them. But 
they have to be put into form by the Departments 
which will have to administer them, and, in the process, 
the proposals sometimes undergo a subtle change. 
Moreover, the Departments sometimes use these 
opportunities to obtain legal sanction for many changes 
suggested by their departmental experience. Thus 
the Derating and Local Government Adt of 1929, 
which might have been a comparatively simple measure, 
was turned into a vaSt and complicated measure 
because there were imported into it a mass of proposals 
only indiredtly related to the main theme, which had 
long been pigeon-holed in the Department as desirable 
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changes, and which could now be got through, almo^ 
without discussion, by the use of the automatic Govern- 
ment majority. 

But the main controversial measures — the Party Bills 
— form almost always the smaller part of the legislation 
carried through Parliament. The greater part of the 
Public A£ls placed upon the Statute Book are Depart- 
mental measures, suggested by the admini^lrative 
experience of the officials ; and these sometimes affedf 
the daily life of the people more than the Bills about 
which controversy rages. In these cases the real 
initiative in legislation, as well as the real responsibility 
for shaping its form, belongs to the Permanent Officials, 
though the Government of the day takes credit for 
them. Sometimes a Bill of this type is handed on 
from one Government to another. A current in^lance 
is the long-promised Faftory Aft, which has been in 
incubation for a number of years. The Labour Govern- 
ment of 1 924 talked about it ; the Conservative Govern- 
ment of 1924-29 promised in every session to introduce 
it; it may in the end be carried by the National 
Government or its successor. No doubt the colour of 
some of its provisions will, be affefted by a change of 
Government. But in the main, whatever party carries it, 
and takes the credit for it, and denounces its opponents 
for criticising it, it will be a Departmental measure, 
initiated and shaped by the Permanent Officials. 

There is another form of legislation which never 
comes before Parliament at all, or only comes before 
it by ‘ lying on the table ’ for a defined number of 
days, in order that members may take exception to it 
if they think fit. This kind of legislation may be 
called ‘ adminiftrative regulation,’ and it is almoft 
wholly due to the Permanent Officials, though the 
Minifter of the Department concerned may hold it 
up or modify it if he thinks fit. We have already 
noted how the Poor Law syftem of the nineteenth 
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century, in its praftical working, was almoft wholly 
shaped by the admini^rative inftruftions and regula- 
tions firft of the Poor Law Board, and later of the 
Local Government Board ; and how the charafter of 
the educational system has been determined mainly 
by the codes and regulations drawn up by the various 
central authorities which dealt with the subjeft, and 
finally by the Board of Education. A more familiar 
in^ance of the same type, which direftly affefts the 
livelihood of some millions of families, is provided by 
the wage-rates of induftries under Trade Boards. 
These Boards have been nominated, at firft by the 
Board of Trade, later by the Ministry of Labour, but 
always by Permanent Officials ; their proposals have 
been revised and amended by the Board or the 
Ministry ; they have then ‘ lain on the table ’ in both 
Houses of Parliament for the prescribed period, nobody 
paying the leaft attention to them ; and they have 
then become law, enforceable by the Courts juft as if 
they were Afts of Parliament. 

This kind of subordinate legislation, which Par- 
liament never even discusses, has been going on for a 
long time. In 1 904 the Orders and Regulations then 
in force were ordered to be published. They filled 
thirteen volumes. But that was before the period of 
immense aftivity in social legislation which began in 
1906 and has continued to the present day. During 
this period there has been an immense expansion of 
Departmental legislation. Many, perhaps moft, of 
the numerous Afts of the period have contained clauses 
empowering the Minifter (which, in nine cases out of 
ten, means the officials of the Department) to issue 
Orders or Regulations which shall have the force of 
law. The extent to which the praftice has grown 
may be illuftrated by the figures for the year 1927. 
In that year forty-three Public Afts of Parliament 
were passed. Of the majority of these the public 
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heard little or nothing : they were not controversial 
measures, but were proposed by the Departments and 
passed with very little discussion. Twenty-six of them 
contained a clause empowering ‘ the Minister ’ to 
issue Orders having the force of law. In the same 
year, 1927, which saw the passing of forty-three Adis 
of Parliament, no less than 1349 sets of Orders or 
Regulations were issued by the Departments. They 
were as much part of the law of the land as the Adis. 

In some cases the clauses empowering the issue of 
Orders provide that they shall ‘ lie on the table ’ for 
twenty days or forty days, in order to give Parliament 
an opportunity of discussing them, and that they shall 
not be valid until this time has passed without any 
challenge being made. More often it is provided 
that the Orders shall come into force at once, though 
they are to ‘ lie on the table ’ for a period. Moft 
often there is no provision at all for their ‘ lying on 
the table ’ ; the fiat of ‘ the Mini^ler ’ — that is, of the 
officials — is enough to give them the force of law. 
In any case, the nominal submission of them to Par- 
liament is of little use, for Parliament never discusses 
them. It is nobody’s business to call Parliament’s 
attention to them ; no committee is ever appointed to 
review them, and no parliamentary time is allocated 
for discussing them. Recently a ftill more remarkable 
expansion of Departmental Legislation has begun to 
make its appearance. In the Rating and Valuation 
Adi of 1925 ‘ the Miniiler ’ was not only given the 
usual power to issue Orders, but he was further 
empowered to ‘ do any other thing which appears to 
him necessary or expedient ’ for the purpose in view ; 
and, mo^ remarkable of all, it was provided that 
“ any such Order may modify the provisions of this Ail 
so far as may appear to the Mini^ler necessary or 
expedient for carrying the Order into effedl.” In other 
words, the Department took to itself powers to alter 



How Britain is Governed 


62 


the Aft which it was to adminifter. No doubt the 
officials argued that the Aft was their Aft ; they had 
made it ; why should they not alter it ? Parliament 
passed these provisions, apparently without realising 
the remarkable charafter or what it was doing. After 
all, similar provisions had been included in the Unem- 
ployment Insurance Aft of 1920. 

Some of these clauses give to ‘ the Minifter ’ the 
power of settling disputed points, and provide that his 
decision (which usually means the decision of some 
unknown official in the Department) shall be final. 
This often has the effeft of making it impossible for 
an aggrieved person to obtain redress in the courts 
of law. For example, the law entitles disabled 
soldiers to pensions. But the Regulations of the 
Miniftry of Pensions decide under what conditions 
the pensions shall be awarded, and in almoft any case 
in dispute ‘ the decision of the Minifter is final.’ A 
poor fellow, perhaps disabled for work, is on trial, if 
not for his life, at any rate for his livelihood. But the 
case is settled behind closed doors. He cannot have 
his case argued for him, or produce evidence to be 
examined and cross-examined : ‘ the decision of the 
Minifter is final.’ For another example, the Minifter 
of Health can ftrike the name of a doftor off the panel 
under the Health Insurance scheme for various reasons, 
one of which is ‘ excessive prescription ’ — that is, for 
giving to a patient more expensive medicine than the 
Minifter (or the official afting in his name) thinks 
desirable. This may involve the loss of the doftor’s 
livelihood. But he cannot have his case heard before 
the courts of law : he cannot appear in person or by 
counsel, or call the evidence of other doftors. ‘ The 
decision of the Minifter is final ’ : an Aft of Par- 
liament has said it, and no court of law can interfere. 
No doubt the officials of the Departments use their 
immense powers with anxious care and every desire 
to do juftice. But it is contrary to the essential prin- 
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ciples of juftice that a man should be sentenced to a 
severe penalty without being heard. 

Many eminent lawyers have prote^ed againft the 
growth of this praftice, whereby citizens are deprived 
of the right of appeal to the courts. In a book 
entitled The New Despotism^ the Lord Chief Ju^ice 
has set forth a vigorous indiftment of the whole 
system, buttressed by a great array of documents. It 
may be that Lord Hewart claims too much for the 
Law Courts, and that there are many queftions which 
can beft be settled by more informal means. But 
nothing can justify a sy^em under which citizens may 
be seriously penalised, and even deprived of their 
livelihood, without being heard. 

How has this remarkable development of Depart- 
mental Legislation come about ? The public is 
scarcely aware of it. Parliament is scarcely aware of 
it. Yet Parliament has done it, and is formally 
responsible for it. Parliament has passed the A£ts 
which contain these enabling clauses ; and Parliament 
allows the legislation made under their terms to go 
through without discussion. Why ? In the fir^ 
place, because the process is concealed under the cloak 
of mini^erial responsibility. It is ‘ the Miniver ’ who 
wields these powers, and issues these orders ; and 
‘ the Minister ’ is supposed to be responsible to Par- 
liament. That is why Parliament has permitted so 
great an invasion of its legislative powers. In the 
second place, the supremacy of the Cabinet, when it 
is in command of a majority, ensures that any Bill for 
which it has accepted responsibility shall normally go 
through ; and it accepts responsibility for a great 
mass of legislation shaped by the officials which it has 
never examined. Cabinet didtatorship is the bulwark 
behind which the power of bureaucracy has grown. 

In the year 1539 one of Henry VIII’s Parliaments, 
which has often been described by hi^orians as the 
modi slavish in English hidlory, passed an Adi which 
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gave the force of law to the King’s proclamations; 
and this has been described as a sort of surrender into 
the hands of despotism of the fundamental control 
over legislation. In recent years, under the influence 
of Cab^inet diftatorship, Parliament has gone far 
towards making a similar surrender, not to the Cabinet 
(which, after all, is under some sort of control, ineffec- 
tive as it may be), but to the bureaucracy, which, 
behind the veil, wields so much of the reality of power. 

C. In Finance 

We have discussed the power of bureaucracy fir^l 
in administration, and then in legislation. There 
remains the sphere of finance. We are always told 
that the House of Commons ‘ holds the Strings of the 
purse,’ and that this is the very keyStone of its position. 
Does bureaucracy wield any power here } The 
management of the national finances has two aspedts : 
firSt, the amount to be spent has to be fixed, and this 
is governed by the Estimates put forward by the various 
Departments ; then it has to be decided how the 
necessary funds are to be raised. At each Stage the 
influence of the Permanent Civil Service is of crucial 
importance. 

It is true that a Government may come into office 
which is pledged to greatly increased expenditure in one 
form or another — for unemployment pay, for example, 
or for armaments ; and in that case theirs is the deter- 
mining voice. But the main bulk of the Departmental 
Estimates, and the Steady increase which nearly all of 
them tend to show year by year, are due mainly to the 
constantly expanding adtivities of the Civil Service. 
It is true, again, that a Government may come into 
office pledged to a draStic redudtion of expenditure — 
it may even have promised to cut down the Estimates 
progressively by ,^10,000,000 a year, as Mr. WinSton 
Churchill did in 1925. Why does it not do so? 
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The main cause is the ^leady resistance of the Depart- 
ments ; and in such cases the political heads of the 
Departments are usually found — despite all their 
pledges — to be very easily turned into the mouthpieces 
of their Departments, in opposition to their colleagues 
and to the declared policy of their party. Mr. WinSlon 
Churchill, who made that rash promise about the 
,^10,000,000, does not Sland alone. He has com- 
panions in defeat in the leaders of the Labour Party, 
who came into office in 1924 pledged to draSlIc re- 
ductions in the expenditure on the fighting forces, and 
actually increased that expenditure by several millions of 
pounds. The Departments were too strong for them. 

Again, in regard to the modes of taxation by which 
the necessary money is to be raised, a Government 
may come into office pledged to a particular new form 
of taxation : it may, for example, favour the imposition 
of tariffs on imports, or a capital levy, or an inflation 
of the currency, or a swingeing surtax. The Depart- 
ments concerned will, of course, have to give way. 
But the Government is apt to learn from the officials 
that the objections and obftacles to its proposals are 
greater than it thought. The Conservative Govern- 
ment of 1924-29 found that the Board of Trade some- 
how turned down mo^l of the Safeguarding Duties that 
were proposed. It may find that Treasury opinion 
regards with a chilling disfavour new financial 
panaceas ; and it may find itself overcome by a 
strange timidity in the presence of the Treasury 
Experts, backed by all the terrifying authority of The 
City. The Treasury, more than any other Depart- 
ment, seems to have a ff;range power of dominating 
and daunting Unorthodox Financiers. It succeeded 
in turning Mr. Philip Snowden, that Robespierre of 
Socialism, into an orthodox exponent of Gladftonian 
finance. But, in return for submission to its canons, it 
can turn its political chief into the darling of The City. 
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A striking proof of the real power of the Treasury 
was afforded by the policy of successive Governments 
on Unemployment. For years a vaft problem of 
unemployment has faced the nation ; it might be 
mitigated, to the permanent advantage of the 
community, by a well-devised and profitable policy 
of capital expenditure on national development and 
on the re-equipment of industry with better transport 
and more abundant power. But the Treasury has 
opposed all capital outlay, however produdlive and 
useful, because its eyes have been fixed solely upon 
the possibility of getting capital cheaply at low rates 
for the conversion of debt ; and the faft 'that it did not 
succeed in getting money cheap for this purpose until 
industry was brought almodl to stagnation did not 
alter its view. The Treasury is Strong enough to 
impose its purely traditional orthodoxy upon people 
of widely different schools of thought : and its pitying 
smiles can frighten even the reddeSt of Socialists into 
a timid and ineffedtual course of adtion. 

In short, in our syStem of government the power of 
bureaucracy is enormously Strong, whether in adminis- 
tration, in legislation, or in finance. Under the cloak 
of ministerial responsibility and Cabinet didtatorship 
it has thriven and grown until, like FrankenStein s 
monSter, it sometimes seems likely to devour its 
creator. It is not, of course, wholly uncontrolled ; 
its adtion is profoundly modified by the temper and 
charadter of the political chiefs under whose nominal 
control it works. But when all is said, it has become 
the moSt vital and potent element in our sySlem of 
government, although in the eyes of the law it wields 
scarcely any formal authority. 

IV. h the Growth oj Bureaucracy Dangerous ? 

There are many who regard with apprehension, and 
even with dismay, the rapid expansion of Government 
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functions, and the increase in the power of bureaucracy 
which seems almost inevitably to accompany it. They 
feel that we are being over-governed, and that the 
boasted liberty of the British peoples is being seriously 
undermined. They think it is time to call a halt, and 
to refuse to allow Government to assume any further 
powers. Some antediluvian thinkers, like Sir Erne^ 
Benn, urge that we ought to retrace our ^leps, and 
cancel all, or mo^ of, the social legislation of the la^l 
two generations. 

Those who hold these views fail to realise that the 
change is not limited to our own country, but is going 
on everywhere, even in America, which is supposed 
to be the ^ronghold of unqualified individualism. 
And the reason why it is going on everywhere is that, 
as the complexity of our civilisation increases, and as 
all classes and all individuals become more and more 
dependent upon the smooth working of the syilem as 
a whole, it is inevitable that there should be an increas- 
ing amount of common regulation, which means an 
increasing degree of governmental activity. When 
traffic increases we mu^ have policemen at road-cross- 
ings ; and their presence and their direftions do not 
diminish the real liberty of the traveller, they increase 
both his security and his freedom of movement. 
Moreover, ju^l because of the complexity of modern 
life, and its growing dependence upon science, it is 
inevitable that the work of regulation should mainly 
fall upon experts. 

We are ftill far from the end of the increase of the 
functions of government. It will, and it muft, go on. 
We ought, indeed, to watch with care every ^age in 
this expansion, making sure that it is really needed, 
that it takes the right form, and that it is organised 
in the right way. It is merely futile to denounce 
bureaucracy in the abilraft. Some element of bureau- 
cracy (which simply means government by profes- 
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sionals) is indispensable. What we have to do is to 
guard again^ the charafteri^lic dangers and defeats 
of bureaucracy, to see that it is subjefted to a continual 
ftream of inftrufted and effedlive criticism, to ensure 
that it is brought under control. And one of the 
main questions which will engage our attention in 
later chapters is the que^ion whether our system of 
government gives adequate opportunities for inftrudled 
criticism and provides the means of intelligent control. 
Burke’s antithesis is ^ill a sound guide : we have fir^ 
to see whether ‘ the Government ’ (including the 
bureaucracy) is rightly organised ; and then to see 
whether ‘ the control on behalf of the people ’ works — 
or can be made to work — efficiently. 

On the other hand, there are many who regard the 
growing power of bureaucracy with satisfaftion. This 
view is not limited to those who, like Lord Passfield 
(Mr. Sidney Webb), are bureaucrats by in^inft. It is 
widely shared, in a vague way, by others who di^ru^t 
democracy and the kind of politicians that democracy, 
in its present ftage, produces. When they think of 
the reckless promises by which (as they believe) votes 
are won under our exilling methods of eleftion, and 
how everybody seems to be promising that the mil- 
lennium can be obtained by means of one quack remedy 
or another, and that we can (in one way or another) 
tax ourselves into prosperity without any unusual effort 
of work or thrift or thought, they rejoice to believe 
that the hard-headed bureaucrat, with his experience 
and his knowledge, is in reserve to check the panacea- 
mongers. It was, no doubt, this sort of feeling that 
moved a certain old Tory squire who surprised his 
friends by voting Labour at a recent election : when 
he boasted of what he had done, and was challenged 
for his reason, he replied that the Labour Party was 
the only party which ^ould not dare to meddle with 
the Permanent Officials. But this view does not 
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sufficiently weigh the dangers that attend bureaucratic 
power when it is uncontrolled, or inadequately con- 
trolled, and when it is not preserved from deterioration 
or stagnation by a conSlant breeze of informed criti- 
cism, able to make itself effeftive. Bureaucracy is 
like fire — invaluable as a servant, ruinous when it 
becomes the maSler. We muSt therefore consider 
what are the charadleriSlic defeats or dangers of bureau- 
cracy, how they can beSl be guarded againSl without 
sacrificing its virtues, and whether our syStem provides 
the right methods of criticism and control. 

The members of the Permanent Civil Service hold 
their appointments on a secure tenure, are paid fixed 
salaries which are very modeSl in comparison with 
their abilities, have the right to a comfortable pension 
after a fixed period of service and (except in the 
case of the higheft po^s) are normally promoted by 
seniority. These conditions of service are of very 
great importance in fixing the charadler and work of 
the Service. They attraft very able men, but they 
seldom attraft men of great imaginative and creative 
power, or of an adventurous disposition : such men, 
if they find their way into the Service, usually find 
their way out again, to some occupation in which their 
individuality will be less dominated by routine, or 
seek (in literature or some other sphere) an outlet for 
their individuality outside their official life, like 
Matthew Arnold, Au^in Dobson and (in our own 
day) Humbert Wolfe. 

This feature of the Civil Service is often fiercely 
attacked by business men as the chief cause of the 
defefts of bureaucracy. These critics would like to 
subftitute a method of pay and promotion which would 
stimulate ambition and create a healthy insecurity of 
tenure : they would like to subftitute the principle of 
‘ Get on or get out,’ which they hold to be essential if 
energy, initiative and enterprise are to be encouraged. 
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But critics of this type overlook a vital element in the 
situation. The business of government officials is to 
administer The Law. In doing so they muSl be 
above every suggestion or temptation of being in- 
fluenced either by fear or by the prospeit of personal 
advantage ; whereas the fear of loss and the prospect 
of gain are the governing motives in business life. 
Fixed salaries and pensions, security of tenure, and 
normal prospedts of promotion are the only methods 
by which the Civil Service can be raised above the 
influence of fear and favour. The business man who 
criticises bureaucracy fails to grasp the fundamental 
diStindtion between the work of induStry and commerce 
and the work of government. The former is produHive 
or creative^ and demands the conSfant exercise of per- 
sonal initiative in the solution of all sorts of problems 
as they arise ; the latter is regulative^ and demands the 
dlridt but understanding application of fixed rules. 

This diSlindtion is of fundamental importance. It 
is apt to be overlooked not only by the business critic, 
but also by those who unthinkingly demand that the 
State, working through its normally organised Depart- 
ments, should undertake all sorts of creative or pro- 
dudfive adfivities, for which its normal and proper 
methods of work are wholly inappropriate. If, for 
any good reason, it becomes necessary that the State 
should take over the diredt control of any produdlive 
adfivity, it ought to establish for the purpose a wholly 
different type of organisation from that of the Civil 
Service, with different conditions as to tenure and pay, 
and consequently a different atmosphere. This organ- 
isation should be kept apart from, and independent of, 
the ordinary machinery of government ; it should be 
assimilated to the organisation of a great business 
undertaking. We are beginning to realise this, as is 
shown by the new mo^es of organisation devised for 
the control of elediric supply and other purposes ; but 
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we have not yet thought out sufficiently the be^ forms 
of organisation for these ends. The Poft Office, which 
is essentially a business organisation, not an organisa- 
tion of government, would probably perform its work 
better if it were cut off from the political machinery 
of the State and more completely differentiated from 
the other Departments. Government (which means 
the necessary regulation of our common affairs and 
mutual relations) is one thing ; the produftion of 
goods, or the rendering of services for payment, is 
quite another, and they should be kept diftindl. ' 

V. The CharaderiSlic Defeds of Bureaucracy 

The dangers of an excessive degree of uncontrolled 
bureaucratic power spring from the essential conditions 
of a permanent official service. 

The fir^f of these is undue formalism — the multi- 
plication of ‘ red-tape ’ and routine. A certain amount 
of ‘ red-tape,’ which means punftilious exaftitude in 
the observance of regulations, is essential in the work 
of admini^ering the law, and excess in this direftion 
is better than laxity. But it is very easy for a bureau- 
cratic service to fall into excess : to multiply forms 
and files and endorsements and records so that the 
transaftion of business is impeded rather than eased. 
It is significant that the modern facilities of the card- 
catalogue, the typewriter and the dictaphone sometimes 
seem to have increased rather than diminished this 
elaboration. Every soldier had exasperating experi- 
ences of it during the war ; and it is significant that 
in some Departments where there seems to have been 
no material increase of business there is ^ill a great 
overplus of clerical itaff as compared with the pre-war 
period. Left to itself, any bureaucracy tends to 
multiply this formalism until it almo^ Rifles itself ; it 
seems to forget that the community does not exift for 
the purpose of filling up forms or obeying regulations, 
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but that forms and regulations exi^l for the service of 
the community. 

France before the Revolution was governed by a 
bureaucracy which was only checked by an arbitrary 
and incompetent royal power ; and there is something 
to be said for the view that the French Revolution 
was caused in part by the fa6t that the whole machinery 
of government was clogged by red-tape. In India, 
again, the growth of popular discontent againft the 
mo^ efficient bureaucracy that has ever existed was 
certainly increased (though not caused) by the fadl 
that the number of reports which the officials had to 
compile, and the number of regulations which they 
had to observe, had been so inordinately multiplied 
that no time was left for human contadl with the needs 
and complaints of the governed. In proportion as 
this process goes on, the business of government 
becomes dehumanised. That is why no Government 
which is predominantly bureaucratic has ever remained 
long in full vigour and efficiency unless it has been 
subjected to continuous and searching criticism and to 
effeftive control. Does our sy^em adequately provide 
for this } Is the presence in each Department of a 
couple of harassed and driven political chiefs, who 
know very little about the subjeft, a sufficient safe- 
guard It is difficult to resift the conclusion that a 
more searching criticism than this is necessary. This 
criticism ought to be provided by Parliament — the 
“ control on behalf of the people.” It is not provided 
by Parliament, because Cabinet dictatorship ftands in 
the way. 

A second danger inherent in bureaucracy is that of 
‘ self-aggrandisement.’ When a body of able men 
devote their lives to a particular branch of the public 
service, it is almoft inevitable that they should learn 
to feel contempt for the amateurs who insift upon 
meddling, should be impatient of criticism, and should 
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be inclined to the view that the be^ thing for the nation 
is that its affairs should be managed by those who know, 
with as little interference as possible. This is the very 
spirit of bureaucracy, and the feature of it that makes 
unrefting watchfulness in criticism mo^l necessary. 

The official muft often be impatient of the stupidity 
of his ignorant and diftrafted political chief : he is too 
wise and too polite to let his opinions be known, except 
in private, but he cultivates the art of ‘ managing ’ his 
chief. He mu^l often be maddened by the incoherence 
of parliamentary discussions and by the way in which 
his carefully drafted clauses are made a mess of by 
amendments. How much better that Parliament 
should pass A6ls in general terms, and leave ‘ those 
who know ’ to put the flesh on the bones with Orders 
and Regulations ! He muil often be annoyed by the 
delays and difficulties which are created when the 
private citizen (whose land may be wanted for a slum 
clearance, or whose rights may ^and in the way of a 
desirable improvement) insifts upon claiming his rights 
before the courts. How much better that queftions 
of this sort should (wherever possible) be settled in 
the Departments, without reference to the law-courts, 
and that ‘ the decision of the Minifter should be 
final ’ ! The Minifter may be a ftupid fellow, but he 
is useful, and he and his party command a majority 
which is an invaluable safeguard. Lord Hewart is 
probably right in his contention that — no doubt, in the 
main, unconsciously — the Permanent Civil Service is 
becoming more and more impatient of the sham fa9ade 
of democracy behind which it works, and is showing 
progressively greater skill in using the forms of Par- 
liament, and the convenient doftrine of minifterial 
responsibility, as a cover for a fteady increase of the 
power of the Departments. It is all done with the 
beft of motives, pure zeal for good government, com- 
bined with impatience of incompetence. None the 
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less, it is a dangerous tendency, and it needs to be 
brought under control. 

A third danger inherent in bureaucracy is the danger 
of ‘ departmentalism ’ — the danger of splitting up the 
work of government into a number of isolated and 
self-dependent seftions, each pursuing its own ends 
without any adequate correlation with the re^l. When 
a body of able men spend the be^f part of their working 
lives in the service of a single Department they are 
very apt to lose the sense of proportion, and to regard 
their own work, not as a part of a single great labour 
of national service, but as an end in itself, of supreme 
importance. In every great Department there natur- 
ally and healthily grows up a departmental loyalty or 
patriotism. This leads to inter-departmentaljealousies 
and friftion, to overlapping, and to a failure of 
co-ordination where co-ordination is needed. The 
Admiralty^ the War Office and the Air Office are apt 
to think each of the development of its own branch of 
defence service as a thing in itself, rather than as a 
facet of the common problem of national defence. 
The Ministry of Health, which deals with poverty, 
the Mini^ry of Labour, which deals with employment 
and unemployment, the Board of Education, which 
deals with the training of children and adolescents, 
are apt to come to cross-purposes, each pursuing its 
own di^inftive ends, and each jealously defending the 
limits of its own province, when it is often impossible 
to define any clear limits at all. Such illuArations 
might be multiplied. The result of friftion of this 
kind is apt to be, on the one hand needless inefficiency 
or confusion, and on the other hand needless expense. 
A sy^em such as ours, in which bureaucracy is very 
powerful and is organised in diftindl Departments, 
mu^ always need firm control and criticism to ensure 
efficient co-ordination ^d to avoid the wafte of effort 
and of money. 
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There are other dangers inherent in a highly 
developed bureaucracy upon which it is not necessary 
to dwell at any length, because they have not yet 
seriously shown themselves in this country. One is 
that the professional adminiftrative ftaff may come to 
regard themselves as a privileged class. We have 
hitherto been saved from this danger by the faft that 
we have no special droit adminiHratij such as exi^s in 
France, whereby the offences of officials in the exercise 
of their official duties are tried in special admini^lrative 
courts. With us, any excess of authority on the part 
of an official can be brought to judgment in the 
ordinary courts of the realm, and will be tried under 
the ordinary laws — unless, indeed, he is covered by 
some provision that ‘ the decision of the Miniver shall 
be final.’ But signs are not wanting that this danger 
may become greater if the power of bureaucracy con- 
tinues to increase. Income-tax Colleftors, for example, 
are sometimes rather high-handed, and clauses (drafted 
in the Treasury and carried by the automatic majority 
which is at the disposal of the ‘ responsible Miniiler ’) 
may be slipped into Finance Afts, giving powers to 
these debt-colleftors such as other debt-colleftors do 
not possess under the ordinary law. 

Another danger is that where the subordinate ftaff 
of a Department such as the Po^f Office, or the ^affs 
of local authorities which are under a high degree of 
Government control, such as the police, are very numer- 
ous, they may by combined aftion use their eleftoral 
power to bring to bear an illicit pressure — putting up 
their votes to auction between the rival parties. This 
danger is not unknown in other countries ; there have 
been hints and inklings of it here in recent years. It 
supplies yet another reason for holding that all under- 
takings which involve the employment of large numbers 
of wage-earners should be kept as far aloof from 
Government, and as independent of it, as possible. 
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VI. The Machinery of Control 

The conclusions to which we seem to be irresistibly 
led when we fix our attention upon realities and not 
upon theories may be briefly set forth as follows : — 

(1) Bureaucracy has become, during the laSl cen- 
tury, and especially during the laSl generation, a far 
more potent and vital element in our sySlem of govern- 
ment than the theories of the text-books recognise. 
It has, indeed, become the effeftive and operative part 
of our sySlem. 

(2) The power of bureaucracy is to be found not 
only in administration, but also in legislation and 
finance : it not only administers the laws, it largely 
shapes them ; it not only spends the proceeds of 
taxation, it largely decides how much is to be raised 
and how it is to be raised. 

(3) This change has been inevitable, and is not in 
itself a bad thing : with the growing complexity of 
society the work of government has become immeasur- 
ably more varied, complex and difficult ; and it cannot 
be carried on except by an army of experts. 

(4) But bureaucracy, by its very nature, is liable to 
serious dangers. It muSl be exposed to a continuous 
stream of informed, alert and effeftive criticism; it 
muSt be kept under control, being an invaluable servant 
but a dangerous mailer. 

(5) The control exercised by amateur political chiefs 
who hold their offices, normally, for only a short time, 
and are di^rafted by all sorts of calls upon their time, 
is not adequate. On the contrary, the doftrine of the 
responsibility of Ministers to Parliament, when seen 
in the light of the supremacy of a party Cabinet con- 
trolling a ^landing majority in the House of Com- 
mons, has been in faft the cloak under which bureau- 
cracy has grown to its present ftrength. 

(6) It is the funftion of Parliament, in Burke’s 
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phrase, to aft as “ the control on behalf of the People,” 
Does Parliament effeftively and successfully perform 
this funftion That is the question to which we 
muft next address ourselves. 

The House of Commons always contains a large 
number of men whose special knowledge and experi- 
ence would make them exceptionally valuable critics of 
one or another of the public Departments. There 
are, for example, shipowners and shipbuilders who 
would be eminently competent to criticise the methods 
of the Admiralty ; trade unionifts and employers whose 
advice would be of high value on the procedure of the 
Miniftry of Labour ; doftors and teachers and men 
with wide experience in local government who could 
give immense help in criticising the work of the 
Miniftry of Health and the Board of Education ; 
ex-planters and traders and others who have had direct 
experience of colonial adminiftration ; and so on. 
These men, moft of whom have gone through the ftrain 
of a parliamentary eleftion in the hope of doing some 
public service, would welcome any opportunity of 
putting to some praftical use their gifts and their 
knowledge, without necessarily aiming at party or 
seftional ends. Yet the opportunities afforded to them 
are almoft derisory, except in so far as they can exercise 
influence behind the scenes, which they could do 
almoft as well if they were not in Parliament. This 
is one of the reasons why men of ability and public 
spirit are increasingly reluftant to give up the time 
which parliamentary work demands. The reason why 
so little use is made of the rich ftore of varied know- 
ledge and experience that is ftill to be found in the 
House of Commons is that it is held that any closer 
participation in public business by private members 
than the exifting praftice allows would “ undermine 
the responsibility of Minifters.” 
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How much, in the way of detailed criticism and 
control of the work of government, does existing 
practice allow to ordinary members of Parliament ? 
We shall have to discuss this subjeft more fully later. 
But, in the meanwhile, it is enough to say that there 
are four ways in which, according to the theory of the 
text-books, the work of the administrative Departments 
is ‘ controlled ’ by Parliament. 

The firSl is through the responsibility to Parliament 
of the political chiefs of the various Departments. 
Enough has already been said on this head. The 
political chiefs are not, in any real sense, responsible 
to Parliament, because, whenever any aftion of their 
Departments is challenged, the challenge is repelled 
by the automatic majority wielded by the Cabinet. 

The second is through the Cabinet as a whole, 
which is the only means provided by our sySfem for 
co-ordinating the work of the Departments and guard- 
ing again^ the danger of ‘ Departmentalism.’ In the 
next chapter we shall discuss the Cabinet, and the 
extent to which it succeeds in performing this vital 
function. But Parliament is never invited to take 
any part in this work, or even informed how it is 
going on. It is only by a sort of ‘ legal fiftion ’ — the 
legal fiftion that Parliament controls the Cabinet, 
whereas the reverse is much more nearly true — that 
we can attribute to Parliament any control over the 
co-ordination of the Departments and the general 
working of bureaucracy. 

The third is through the debates on the Estimates 
which are annually submitted to Parliament for each 
Department in turn. These occasions might in theory 
be utilised for a general review of the working of each 
Department as a whole. But they are never used for 
this purpose ; and if they were, a large miscellaneous 
assembly of 615 members, the majority of whom are 
never present during these debates, would be a very 
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unsuitable body to carry out such an inquest. More- 
over, the accounts are presented in such a form that 
it is very difficult for the ordinary member to make 
anything of them. Such as they are, these debates 
are usually devoted to party demands that the amount 
of money to be spent on this or that shall be increased 
or reduced ; or to broad discussions on issues of policy 
(such as the occupation of Iraq on the Colonial Office 
vote, or the prospers of disarmament on the Foreign 
Office vote), which are raised by formal motions to 
reduce the salary of the Miniver, and are invariably 
disposed of either by being withdrawn when they have 
ocrved their purpose of regularising the debate, or by 
being defeated by the ^ock Government majority in 
an almost automatic way. These discussions no doubt 
have their value. But they do not dispense with the 
need for a searching examination of the working of 
the Departments. This is never seriously attempted. 
If it were, it would be promptly disposed of by the 
use of the Government’s majority; and it would be 
of very little use, because the ordinary member of 
Parliament has no access to the material necessary for 
a sound judgment. 

The fourth, and the only remaining, method whereby 
Parliament exercises ‘ control ’ over the work of the 
Departments is the asking of que^ions, to which oral 
or written answers are given by the ‘ responsible 
Minivers ’ — always, of course, on material supplied 
by their Offices. Sometimes Minivers are badgered 
with ‘ supplementary questions,’ arising out of the 
answers they have given. If they are put into a 
difficulty, they ‘ ask for notice of that que^ion,’ and 
so get time to be coached by the Officials. The 
queltion hour undoubtedly has real value. It often 
serves to bring into daylight obscure mistakes or 
abuses that might otherwise remain uncorrefted. But 
its value is limited. A great part of the time is 
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engrossed by a small number of members who utilise it 
for purposes of self-advertisement, asking every day the 
maximum number of que^ions allowed, not so much 
because they want information, as because they want 
to see their names in the newspapers, which find 
que^ions more piquant than serious discussions. A 
large proportion of the que^ions deal with minute 
and unimportant points — often petty grievances of the 
que^ioner’s con^ituents, which could be easily rectified 
by a private note to the Department concerned, but 
which are obtruded upon Parliament as a means of 
improving the que^ioner’s popularity in his conftitu- 
ency. In short, parliamentary questions are (as a rule) 
so sporadic and unsy^ematic, and deal so much with 
mere minuti®, and so little with the real problems of 
the working of the Departments, that they are of very 
little value for the purpose here under consideration, 
though useful for other purposes. Indeed, they prob- 
ably have the effedl of increasing the red-tape of the 
Departments, since, being liable to be fired at on every 
kind of minute point, officials are bound to feel that 
their chief safeguard is a rigid punftilio in kicking to 
the rules. 

In short, the methods whereby Parliament is sup- 
posed (in the theory of the text-books) to ‘ control ’ the 
admini^rative machine and the working of bureaucracy 
appear, on a fir^ view, to be singularly ineffeftive : so 
ineffeftive that the growing power of bureaucracy 
appears by no means surprising. In saying this, we 
are anticipating a later discussion, in which we shall 
have to deal direftly with the working of “ the control 
on behalf of the people.” Here we touch upon these 
points only in order to show how ftrong, and how 
ineffeftively controlled, is the bureaucratic element in 
our system of government. 



CHAPTER III 


THE PRIME MINISTER AND THE CABINET 

I. The ‘ Party ' Chara£ler of the Cabinet 

In the laft chapter we discussed that element in ‘ the 
Government ’ which is permanent, which has expert 
knowledge, and which works in the background : 
in theory it has no independent authority, but in 
reality it wields an immense amount of almoft uncon- 
trolled power. In this chapter we have to discuss the 
second element in ‘ the Government ’ — that which 
changes with every change in the balance of power 
between parties in the country, which consists not of 
experts, but of politicians, and which works under the 
limelight of publicity. In theory it is dependent upon 
Parliament : in praftice it is the mafter of Parliament, 
but its omnipotence is qualified by the fadl that a small 
body of men cannot eflFeftively wield such a plenitude 
of power as it possesses. 

This changing element is known as ‘ the Miniftry.’ 
It consists of all those members of both Houses of 
Parliament who are appointed to various offices, great 
or small, by each new Prime Miniver when he has 
been entru^ed with the duty of ‘ forming a Mini^ry ’ 
after a viftory of his party at the polls, or the defeat of a 
previous Mini^ry in the House of Commons. A 
poil-war Mini^ry consifts of about sixty-six salaried 
officers, who assume office together, and go out of 
office together. A large majority of the members of 
the Mini^ry are always drawn from the House of 
Commons. Although a Conservative Prime Minifter 

G 8i 
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always appoints a larger number of peers than a Prime 
Minister of another party would do, the Conservative 
Ministry of 1924—29 contained forty-eight Members 
of the House of Commons, and only eighteen members 
of the House of Lords, half of them being Court 
officials. The total of sixty-six includes about a dozen 
Court officials, and a substantial number of Under- 
secretaries and other subordinate Ministers. These 
never meet as a body, and have no influence upon policy. 

The core of the Ministry, and the pivot of our whole 
system of government, is the Cabinet, which includes 
the political heads of all the great Departments, 
togeffier with a few holders of ancient and honorific 
offices — the Lord President of the Council, the Lord 
Privy Seal, the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster — 
who have pradtically no specific departmental duties. 
A poSt-war Cabinet contains twenty-one or twenty-two 
members. It is the supreme ruling body of our 
syStem ; and, so long as it is supported by a majority 
in the House of Commons, it fixes the direction of 
national policy with practically irresponsible power. 

The Cabinet is, in short, the Steering-wheel of the 
ship of State. But the Steersman is the Prime Minister. 
He not only seleCts the Ministers and assigns to them 
their offices ; he can dismiss any of them, or transfer 
them from one office to another; and, within certain 
limits, he can determine the size of the Cabinet. 
There are some marginal offices — those of the Chan- 
cellor of the Duchy, the FirSt Commissioner of Works, 
the Attorney-General and the PoStmaSter-General — 
which are sometimes included in the Cabinet, and 
sometimes not, at the discretion of the Prime Minister ; 
moreover, it is within his power, if he so desires, to 
reduce the size of the Cabinet by entrusting two or 
even more offices to the same man. 

Lord Morley once described the Prime Minister as 
‘ the keyStone of the Cabinet arch.’ The metaphor 
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is a good one, but it does not sufficiently express the 
greatness of the office. One of the sandlified phrases, 
repeated by all the text-books, is that in the Cabinet the 
Prime Miniver is only primus inter pares^ firil among 
equals. The phrase is nonsense, as applied to a 
potentate who appoints and can dismiss his colleagues. 
He is, in fadl, though not in law, the working head of 
the State, endued with such a plenitude of power as 
no other constitutional ruler in the world possesses, 
not even the President of the United States. For, so 
long as his party commands a majority in the House of 
Commons, he can do what no President can ever do — 
he can give a pledge beforehand that such-and-such a 
treaty will be signed and ratified, that such-and-such a 
law will be passed, or that such-and-such moneys will 
be voted by Parliament. He can do this because, so 
long as he controls a majority in the House of Com- 
mons, he wields all the powers of Parliament as well 
as all the powers of the Crown. But it is necessary 
that he should carry his colleagues in the Cabinet, 
or a large majority of them, along with him ; because, 
while they are his nominees, they are also the leading 
members of his party, and all his power will disappear 
if he cannot count upon the support of his party. 

The whole ^rength of the Prime Miniver thus re^fs 
upon the fadl that he is a party Chief, the recognised 
Leader of a party which has obtained a majority, or at 
lea^l a larger number of seats than other parties, in the 
House of Commons — whether it has the support of a 
majority in the nation or not. If his party loses that 
position, or revolts against his leadership, in an infant 
all his power melts away. Hence our sy^em presents 
us, every few years, with a spedlacle which can only be 
compared with the sudden exaltation and abasement 
of the Viziers in oriental tales, who are at one moment 
absolute autocrats, and at the next beggars in the gutter ; 
the roulette-wheel of the eleftoral gamble spins, and 
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one man is suddenly reduced from diftatorship to 
impotence, another as suddenly elevated from impo- 
tence to diftatorship. At one moment a man has at 
his disposal peerages, honours, viceroyalties, all the 
greater and mo^ splendid offices in the State, to give 
or to withhold ; he can make peace or war, can decide 
what laws shall be made, and take from the pockets of 
45,000,000 people almoif what money he thinks 
necessary : at the next he can do nothing but carp at 
the proceedings of his successor. 

There are many who find intereif and excitement in 
the gambling chances of these violent alternations — 
for they are gambling chances : with the same amount 
of eledloral support a party may in one election obtain 
a sweeping majority, and in the next be placed in a 
hopeless minority ; the thing has happened in recent 
years.i But there are some who doubt whether it is 
healthy either that one man should wield such uncon- 
trolled power as a Prime Minister who has a majority, 
or that, after he has acquired knowledge and experi- 
ence, he should be reduced to such complete impotence 
as befalls him when he is placed in a minority. That, 
however, is our system. 

While each Minister is in a special degree responsible 
for his own Department, the Prime Miniver and the 
Cabinet are regarded by orthodox con^itutional 
theory as jointly and severally responsible for the whole 
work of government. This means that they ^land 
or fall together ; if one of them is attacked, the whole 
strength of the Cabinet comes to his defence. Even 
if the rank and file members of the party which supports 
the Cabinet are convinced that a particular Minifter 
is misguided or incompetent, they cannot get rid of 
him, so long as the Prime Minifter is loyal to him, 

1 1922 : Conservatives go^38% of the votes and a majority of 79. 

1923: „ „ 38% „ „ but a minority of 83. 

1929 1 » » » » 9®* 



The Cabinet 


85 

unless they are prepared to throw the Miniilry out as a 
whole, to submit to the trouble and expense of a general 
election, and probably to ‘ let the other fellows in.’ 
It was by means of this solidarity that the Cabinet 
succeeded in excluding the King from any efFeftive 
participation in the direction of affairs ; the laft 
conflift on this head took place in 1 834, when William 
IV tried to exclude certain Minivers from office, and 
the Melbourne Cabinet successfully withstood him. 
It is by means of Cabinet solidarity also that Parliament 
has been reduced to subjection ; and it is under the 
cloak of this theory, which upholds the complete 
responsibility of every individual Minister, that the 
growth of bureaucracy has gone on unchecked. 

Since the autocracy of the Prime Miniver and the 
Cabinet depends upon a firmly organised party 
discipline, it follows that every member of the Cabinet, 
and indeed of the Mini^ry, is normally drawn from 
the same party ; and party-spirit supplies the driving- 
force of the whole machine. This has been an essential 
feature of our syClem ever since the Revolution of 1 68 8. 
In a few cases two parties have formed coalitions ; in 
two cases, during the war and again in 1931, National 
Governments, drawn from all parties, have been formed 
to deal with special emergencies. There have only 
been five coalition Mini^ries in the la^ hundred and 
fifty years. Three of the five were very short-lived ; 
four of the five were, or became, highly unpopular. 
Only one of them was successful : the coalition of 
Conservatives and Liberal Unionists in 1895; but 
this was because these two parties were already well 
on the way to complete coalescence. As for National 
Governments, they are in the nature of things 
temporary, and lose their national character with 
the disappearance of the emergency which calls them 
into exigence. 

There are two reasons why a coalition of two parties 
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which intend to maintain their separate existence has 
never been successful, even when they have Joined 
forces only for a definite purpose and for a limited 
period. The firft springs from the working of our 
eledloral syftem. If the two parties in a coalition look 
forward to resuming their independent existence, they 
are bound to carry on their educational work in the 
country. But in a sy^em based upon single-member 
constituencies it is impossible to do this in any consti- 
tuency represented by a member of the other wing of 
the coalition without causing friftion and anger. 
One or other of the parties, perhaps both, will feel that 
they are being victimised. Under a diflPerent electoral 
syStem, as the experience of Germany has shown, a 
self-respeCting coalition for agreed purposes can be 
maintained without weakening the parties to it. 

The second reason is even more vital. When two 
parties with different outlooks and principles combine 
forces, the discussion of their differences muSt be 
carried on secretly in the Cabinet chamber, inStead of 
being carried on healthily and openly in Parliament 
and in the country. The policy of such a Ministry 
is apt to show violent oscillations ; and the co-operation 
of the various Departments is apt to be impeded when 
their chiefs take widely different views of the aims of 
national policy. Here, indeed, lies the chief justi- 
fication for party-ministries : the work of government 
is carried on beSt when all its Departments are under 
the control of men who share the same general point 
of view, understand one another easily, and have the 
habit of working together. 

Some shallow critics denounce the syStem of party 
government because it deprives the country, at any 
given moment, of the services of some of its able^ 
men. That view was teSted, and proved to be 
fallacious, when in 1766 the great Chatham formed a 
non-party (or all-party) Ministry which was manned 
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by some of the ableif men of all sections. From the 
outset they were all at cross-purposes ; and although 
they were as individuals the able^ group of men who 
held office together during the eighteenth century, 
their record was one of pitiful failure and disafter. 
All experience goes to show that a Cabinet drawn from 
a single party works beft, because it has a unity of 
charafter and purpose. But it does not follow from this 
that Cabinets ought to exercise the almoil unqualified 
diftatorship which they have wielded during the laft 
two generations, or that they should be praftically 
exempt from any effeftive control by Parliament. 

II. The Omnipotence of the Cabinet 

We have repeatedly referred to the ‘ diftatorship’ of 
the Cabinet, or to its omnipotence. How real this is 
may be^l be indicated by a very brief summary of the 
functions which a modern Cabinet is expefted to perform. 

1. The Cabinet has to define the lines of national 
policy, and to decide how every current problem which 
may arise at home or abroad is to be treated. This is 
the moft important of all the funftions of the Cabinet. 
It might well demand all the time and all the thought 
of the group of men who have to undertake it. Neces- 
sarily those who undertake this task ought to be in 
touch with all the main Departments of State; and 
this is why the Cabinet is bound to include the heads 
of all the principal Departments. But it would seem 
to be undesirable that they should be immersed in the 
detail and routine of their Departments if they are to 
be able to give their minds to the problems with which 
they have to deal. Parliament is supposed to exercise 
control over the performance of this vitally important 
funftion. Its control, as we shall see, is apt to be very 
unreal when the Cabinet is in command of a majority 
of pieced supporters. 

2. The Cabinet is held to be responsible for every 
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detail of the admini^lrative work carried on by the 
whole va^l admini^lrative machine. This responsi- 
bility is exercised through the individual Minivers in 
charge of the various Departments. But the Cabinet 
as a whole is supposed to endorse, and to accept 
responsibility for, everything that is done. When it 
commands a majority in the House of Commons, it 
can, and it usually does, repel any criticism or attack 
upon any adminiftrative aft. The Cabinet is also the 
only office provided by our syftem for co-ordinating 
the work of the Departments, and for preventing 
friftion, overlapping, and waste. This is a vitally 
important task. We shall see that it cannot be per- 
formed by a small body of men upon whom other 
tasks of equal importance are imposed. Nevertheless 
the Cabinet refuses to allow any other body to interfere 
in it, even the House of Commons; and when it 
commands a majority it is able to repel every ‘ invasion 
of Cabinet responsibility.’ 

3. The Cabinet is responsible for all legislation, 
and for the detailed preparation of praftically all 
legislative proposals submitted to Parliament. Since 
as many as forty or fifty Bills, and many hundreds 
of Orders having the force of law, are annually sub- 
mitted to Parliament, and since the time available in 
Parliament is never sufficient for the full discussion of 
these proposals, it will be seen that the Cabinet 
assumes, m this sphere, a responsibility enormously 
greater than could be met by a handful of men, even if 
they were able to give the whole of their time to this 
branch of their work. But whenever it has a majority, 
the Cabinet is able to ensure that nearly all the legis- 
lation for which it assumes responsibility shall pass into 
law subftantially in the form in which it is introduced. 

4. The Cabinet is responsible for the whole 
expenditure of the State, for seeing that none of this 
expenditure is wafted, and for proposing and collefting 
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the taxes by which the needful money is raised. It 
might seem that the detailed examination of an annual 
outlay of ;^8 00,000,000 might be beyond the compass 
of a handful of men loaded with other responsibilities. 
But the Cabinet resents any interference with its 
performance of this function, and crushes it by the 
use of its majority, whenever it has one. 

The Cabinet is responsible for all appointments 
to great offices of State, at home and abroad ; and in 
this sphere Parliament has praftically no right to 
interfere. If it does challenge any appointment, the 
criticism can almost always be crushed by the votes of 
the pledged majority. 

6. The Cabinet decides, within fairly wide limits, 
what business shall be submitted to Parliament, and 
how much time shall be allotted to it. If (as is often 
the case) the time allowed is insufficient for adequate 
discussion, there is no means of resiftance, so long as 
the Cabinet has a majority. In short, the Cabinet 
decides what opportunities shall be given for the 
discussion of the way in which its gigantic responsi- 
bilities are met. 

A body which wields such powers as these may 
fairly be described as ‘ omnipotent ’ in theory, however 
incapable it may be of using its omnipotence. Its 
position, whenever it commands a majority, is a 
diftatorship only qualified by publicity. This dictator- 
ship is far more absolute than it was two generations 
ago. 

The growth of Cabinet dictatorship — along with 
the growth of bureaucracy, with which it is closely 
linked — has, indeed, been one of the mo^ ftriking 
features of British constitutional development during 
the laft two generations. It has been mainly due to 
the increasing elaboration of party discipline and party 
organisation, which, in its turn, has been necessitated 
by the successive enlargements of the franchise. We 
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shall discuss this remarkable development in the next 
chapter, which will deal with political parties and the 
party system. In the meanwhile, we are concerned, 
not with the process, but with its results. And the 
plain faft is, that the inordinate growth of the power 
of the Cabinet has profoundly changed the British 
system from what it was when Mill and Bagehot 
described it in the middle of the nineteenth century. 
It has, to a remarkable extent, diminished the power 
and preftige of Parliament; robbed its proceedings 
of significance ; made it appear that Parliament exifts 
mainly for the purpose of maintaining, or of some- 
what ineffeftually criticising, an all-but-omnipotent 
Cabinet ; and transferred the main discussion of 
political issues from Parliament to the platform and 
the Press. 

We shall have later opportunities of considering 
whether this is a healthy development or not, and 
whether (or how) it can be checked. For the moment 
it is enough to observe that an omnipotent Cabinet, 
with the immense but concealed power of bureaucracy 
sheltering behind it, is the dominating faft of the 
British syftem of government as it exists to-day. 

It is worth noting, as a charadferi^lic British anomaly, 
that the real controlling faftors of our syftem are not 
recognised by the law. Neither the Prime Minister, 
nor the Cabinet, nor the bureaucracy is known to the 
law. In the eyes of the law, the Prime Minister is 
merely the Firft Lord of the Treasury — one of a 
number of Minivers who are at the head of various 
departments of government and advise the King as to 
the use of his powers. In the eyes of the law, the 
Cabinet is merely an informal and unofficial conclave 
of a number of Minivers, and its decisions have no 
force, except in so far as its individual members, qua 
Minivers, can put them into effedl, until in some cases 
they have been formally endorsed by the Privy Council, 
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which is little more than an antiquarian survival, or 
in other cases have been embodied in Ad:s of Parlia- 
ment. In the eyes of the law, the bureaucracy" is 
merely a ^lalF of clerks under the orders of the various 
Minillers. Thus do changing convention and usage 
transform the working of our system. Let us not 
forget that this incessant process of change did not 
^op in the middle of the nineteenth century, but is 
^lill going on. It can be controlled and diredfed ; but 
only if we understand it. 

III. How Cabinet Business is Trans ailed 

It is evident that the powers and responsibilities of 
the Prime Minister and his Cabinet are of daggering 
magnitude. They are, in fadl, so gigantic that they 
cannot be fulfilled ; and some of the moft important 
among them are perforce neglefted. 

It is difficult to speak with certainty of the way in 
which Cabinet business is transafted, because it is 
carried on under the seal of absolute secrecy, every 
member being bound by the mo^l solemn obligation 
not to i-eveal anything that takes place. The reason 
for this is that the Cabinet mu^l adl as a unity, and 
differences of opinion mu^l not be revealed. This 
secrecy has been carried so far that, until 1917, no 
note of the proceedings was made, and the only record 
of the decisions reached was such summary as the 
Prime Miniver might choose to make, for his own 
guidance or the information of the King.^ This 
^rangely unbusinesslike procedure was a reminder of 
the fa<ff that the Cabinet began as an informal conclave 
of Ministers, who took counsel together in secret in 
order to ensure that they should present a united front 
to the King. They take counsel in secret now in 
order that they may present a united front to Parlia- 
ment and the democracy. In 1917 Mr. Lloyd George, 

^ For early pradlice in this matter see Parker’s Peel^ iii. 466-9, 
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with charafteri^lic irreverence, broke away from the 
praftice of two centuries, and appointed a permanent 
Secretary to the Cabinet, who keeps a record of its 
xiecisions.i There was an outcry at the time among 
conftitutional puri^ls, but the innovation has survived, 
and does not seem to have done any serious harm. 
Since then the practice seems to have grown up of 
communicating to the Press a brief, colourless ^ate- 
ment regarding each Cabinet meeting, with sometimes 
a note of the subjeft principally discussed. The 
biographies and reminiscences of deceased statesmen, 
together with the gossip of their living survivors, 
enable us to form some idea of the way in which this 
august body conducts its momentous deliberations. 

Meetings are held with great frequency, usually 
once a week ; but extra meetings may be held at any 
time of the day or night, often on extremely short 
notice ; they may be held once or even twice or thrice 
a day at times of crisis ; and they will sometimes laft 
for several hours. Great masses of papers, bearing on 
the subjects to be discussed, are circulated before- 
hand : many Ministers appear to find it impossible to 
give more than a cursory glance to mo^l of these 
documents, and accordingly take their part in decisions 
without knowing very clearly what they are about. 
This is not surprising when it is remembered that, 
besides sitting for hours in the Cabinet, they have to 
control all the business of their Departments, and 
attend in their places in Parliament, and make speeches 
at luncheons and dinners and learned societies and 
public meetings, and attend receptions, and generally 
take their part in the giddy social round. 

As in all Committees, the efficiency with which 
business is done depends largely upon the Chairman, 
who is, of course, the Prime Minister. Some Prime 

^ His salary now appears in*^:lie EIHmates. This is the only legal 
recognition of the exigence of the Cabinet. 
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Mini^lers are only interested in certain subjects, and 
like to do the talking themselves ; others are good- 
natured and lazy-minded, and let things drift. Some 
are what is called ‘ good Chairmen,’ and can rattle 
business through before it has been thoroughly 
ventilated ; others are ‘ bad Chairmen ’ and allow 
discussion to drag on so long upon one subject that 
other subjects cannot be discussed at all. As in all 
Committees, some members are loquacious and over- 
bearing; they succeed in underlining the importance 
of their own adlivities, and in dragooning their resent- 
ful colleagues : others are silent by temper or design, 
and therefore succeed in keeping the business of their 
Departments to themselves and their officials. Finally, 
as in other cumbrously large committees (for a body of 
twenty-one is too big for the easy transaftion of 
business), much of the business will in praftice be 
settled privately by a few of the principal members. 
Thus grows up what is called ' an , ‘ Inner Cabinet,’ 
about which there has been a good deal of talk in recent 
years. This may mean that important matters may 
be decided without reference to the point of view of 
some Departments which will be affefted, because 
their representatives are not important enough to be 
admitted to the inner ring. 

It is clear that, out of the enormous mass of business 
which comes, or ought to come, before this group of 
preoccupied and over-busy men, only those matters 
that are of immediate urgency are likely to be seriously 
discussed. Pressing questions are continually arising, 
and mu^ be disposed of. A ^oppage in the coal 
industry is threatened, and plans for averting it have 
to be discussed. A big Bill is to be introduced in 
fulfilment of a party pledge, and the draft has to be 
gone through. Relations with a foreign Power have 
suddenly become drained, or some important proposal 
is about to be raised in the League of Nations, upon 
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which the Cabinet muil take a definite line. Some 
group within the party is disappointed with the adlion 
of the Cabinet on some que^ion or another, and means 
of pacifying them have to be discovered. One or 
more of the Departments have refused to cut down 
their eftimates as much as the Treasury requires, and 
the matter mu^ be thrashed out in Cabinet. Trouble 
has suddenly arisen in Egypt, or in India, and it has 
to be decided promptly what is to be done about it. 
The Chancellor of the Exchequer submits his Budget 
for discussion. The Miniver for Air has a new 
building programme, involving increased expenditure. 
The Opposition has put down an awkward motion or 
amendment, and it has to be decided how it shall be 
met. Such queftions, of an infinite diversity, many of 
which might well require weeks of deliberation, are 
constantly arising; and they have to be decided in 
the intervals of attendance at Parliament and the 
work of ‘ controlling ’ Departments about which their 
Ministers know very little. Not much time is left 
for the discussion of wider questions, for looking far 
ahead, or for laying down with wisdom the course of 
national development. 

It is very necessary that we should keep in mind the 
circumstances in which (as things now are) Cabinet 
business is conducted ; for only if we do so shall we 
understand why the theoretical ideal of Cabinet 
government is so incompletely attained. An assembly 
of archangels could not reasonably be expected to 
perform satisfactorily all the work that falls to the 
Cabinet ; and the majority of the members of any 
Cabinet are very ordinary men, though they sometimes 
make themselves positively dangerous by persuading 
themselves that they are extraordinary men. The truth 
is that, having drawn to itself supremacy and assumed 
responsibility in every sphere of government, the 
Cabinet is weighed down by the very magnitude of its 
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own tasks, some of which — especially those of criticism 
and control over the whole machinery of government, 
which have been ftolen from Parliament — go by 
default, and are not performed at all. It is in the light 
of this situation that we muft consider which of the 
immensely important functions of the Cabinet, already 
enumerated, are ill performed, and which of them are 
not performed at all. Having done this, we can inquire 
whether any means of amendment are within sight. 

IV. The Negleiled Work of the Cabinet 

An organ of government which has arrogated to 
itself, as the Cabinet has done, supreme control over 
every aspeft of the work of government, and which has 
subordinated to itself every other organ, moft notably 
the Royal Prerogative and Parliament, ought not to 
be content merely to settle each current problem as it 
arises. There are other and wider functions which it 
ought to perform ; they are not less important, but 
in the long run more important to the well-being of 
the nation, than the decision of immediate problems. 
It may be said that it is impossible for a body of men, 
already overloaded with work, to undertake these 
larger fundlions. If that is true — and beyond question 
it is true — then it would seem to follow that the Cabinet 
has assumed greater responsibilities than it is capable 
of fulfilling, and that we mu^ ftrive to think out means 
by which it may be relieved of part of its burden. 

The fir^l broad funftion which mu^l somehow be 
performed if our system is to be made efficient and 
adapted to the needs of an age of rapid change, is that 
there should be effe<5Iive means of surveying and 
controlling the whole va^ mechanism of administration, 
and of checking and regulating the work of the 
Permanent Civil Service. This function at present 
falls to the political heads of the various Departments ; 
but we have seen how difficult, if not impossible, it is 
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for men who have often had no direft experience of 
the kind of work that they are supposed to control, 
and who are in any case di^radfed by a multitude of 
calls upon their time, to undertake so large a task. 
In our syftem, as it now works, there is no other 
authority which can undertake it except the Cabinet — 
which consi^s of ju^l these overburdened men. The 
Cabinet does not, and cannot, undertake the task. 
There is, indeed, in every Parliament a fund of know- 
ledge and experience which might be usefully employed 
in this work ; and the duty of examining and passing 
the Estimates of the various Departments would, if 
rightly utilised, present an opportunity for undertaking 
it. There are other ways also (which we shall examine 
later) of submitting the work of the Departments to 
useful and informed criticism. But whenever any 
proposal is made to bring these methods of control 
and criticism into play, it is invariably met by the 
shocked assertion that this would involve the under- 
mining of Cabinet responsibility — the undermining of 
a responsibility which neither is nor can be fulfilled ! 
The defenders of Cabinet responsibility refuse to 
realise that there is a distinction between the responsi- 
bility for general policy, which rightly belongs to the 
Cabinet, and the responsibility for the detailed working 
of the mechanism of administration, which cannot 
possibly be made real when it is assumed by a body so 
overburdened as the Cabinet. It would seem that 
the Cabinet itself, supported by those who are horrified 
by any criticism of things as they are, is so jealous of 
its power that it resents, and will use its overwhelming 
power to forbid, any attenipt to get performed by other 
means the funftions which it perforce negleCls. We 
shall, in a later chapter, indicate some means by which 
this grave defeft in our system might possibly be 
remedied, without any'invasion of the proper responsi- 
bility of the Cabinet. 
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The second funftion, which is of even greater 
importance, is that of co-ordinating the work of the 
various Departments, and overcoming the vice of 
Departmentalism, which, as we have seen, is apt to 
spring from bureaucracy. Once more, the Cabinet 
is the only organ provided by our system for the 
performance of this necessary funftion. To some 
extent, it may be said, the need is met by the mere 
presence in the Cabinet of the political heads of the 
various Departments, and by their participation in all 
discussions of policy. But this is not enough. Depart- 
mentalism is so ilrong that it commonly conquers the 
Minivers themselves ; and the rush and hurry of the 
work to be done from day to day in the Cabinet make 
it impossible for continuous and sy^ematic attention 
to be paid to this need. 

The importance of this funftion of co-ordination is 
so great that we mu^ analyse some of the spheres in 
which it is required. 

Take fir^ the problem of military organisation 
and defence. The defence of the Kingdom and the 
Empire is a single problem, which affefts every 
member of the Empire as much as the mother country, 
though the main responsibility remains upon her 
shoulders. This work is divided between three 
independent and often mutually jealous Departments, 
the Admiralty, the War Office, and the Air Miniftry. 
The world-situation is always changing. The relative 
importance of the various arms is conftantly altering. 
Clearly it mu^l be one of the primary necessities of 
efficient government, and a condition of sound economy, 
that there should be some authority whose business it 
is to co-ordinate the work of the three arms, and to 
think out and impose upon them all a common plan, 
having in view always the needs of every part of the 
Empire and the contributions which each part may be 
able or willing to make. 
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This need has long been so patent that a co-ordinat- 
ing body known as the Committee of Imperial Defence 
was brought into existence by Lord Balfour a quarter 
of a century ago. Its chairman is the Prime Minister, 
and it includes not only the political chiefs of the war 
departments, together with their leading experts, but 
also representatives of other Departments concerned, 
notably the Foreign Office. Beyond queftion, the 
in^itution of this body has been a valuable contribution 
to the efficiency of our sy^em of defence. But the 
Committee of Imperial Defence is only an advisory 
body. It has no executive power, because its endow- 
ment with any definite authority would ‘ undermine 
Cabinet responsibility.’ In the Cabinet itself, apart 
from the Prime Minister, there is no one whose 
business it is to speak for a single defence policy ; but 
there are three members who commonly make it their 
business to ftand up for the claims of their own 
Departments, and they are apt to regard one another 
with some jealousy, especially when the time comes for 
dealing with the Estimates ; though, on occasion, they 
will all combine againft the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer. Thus, even in the sphere in which moil 
has been done to bring about effedlive co-ordination, 
the need has not yet been adequately met.^ And 
because it has not been met, the time of the Cabinet, 
already so fully occupied, muil often be wailed by 
wrangles between the three rival Departments. 

Take another case. We are passing through a 
far-reaching induilrial transformation, comparable 
with the Induilrial Revolution of a century ago in its 
effedls upon the livelihood and happiness of the 

^ In a speech in Parliament (Dec. 1929) Mr. Lloyd George — 
speaking from an unrivalled experience — suggefted that inter-depart- 
mental fridlion had been one of the main causes of the failure of the 
Dardanelles campaign in 1^16. If that be so, it was responsible for 
prolonging the war for two years and for something like three- 
quarters of the burden of debt which weighs down the nation. 
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people. In many fields of indu^ry va^l new organisa- 
tions — trusts, combines or cartels — are coming into 
being : they will doubtless bring increased efficiency 
and economy, but they also involve a serious dis- 
location of labour, and they wield so much power, 
and handle such immense volumes of capital, that they 
may be dangerous if not wisely regulated. The State 
is responsible for the laws under which these vaft 
concerns are organised, and for the conditions under 
which small investors are encouraged to tru^ -their 
savings to these giants. Again, new methods of 
transport are coming into being, which are revolu- 
tionising the conditions of indu^rial life, and bringing 
about a redistribution of population : these new 
methods of transport largely utilise the roads, for which 
the State (in conjunction with the local authorities) is 
responsible ; they are causing a serious dislocation in 
the railways, which employ myriads of men, and the 
State has long exercised a high degree of supervisory 
power over the railways. Again, new forms of power, 
especially eleCtric power, are displacing the old : the 
State has assumed a controlling authority over the 
development of eleCtric power ; it alone can ensure a 
proper utilisation of our very insufficient water-power ; 
and it has perforce been driven to accept a large degree 
of responsibility for the suffering and disorganised coal 
industry. Again, in a degree unparalleled by any 
other nation in hiffory, we depend upon export trade, 
and upon the condition of world-markets, for the 
livelihood of our people ; the markets of the world have 
been disorganised by the war and other causes ; our 
great export trades are suffering grave diffress, and this 
(combined with the labour-saving devices of modern 
industry) has compelled us to face an unexampled 
problem of unemployment. The State is responsible 
for the tariff system whereby the course of foreign 
trade is subifantially affeCled, and for the negotiations 
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with other States whereby, in the new era, the possi- 
bilities of international aftion in the economic sphere 
have been opened out ; it has accepted some responsi- 
bility, at any rate, for helping industries in digress ; 
it has assumed responsibility for maintaining the 
unemployed and created the machinery for putting 
them in touch with work ; it largely controls those 
adlivities, such as road-making, house-building, affor- 
eSlation, and, in general, conSlrudlive utility works, 
which are not dependent upon the condition of world- 
markets, and which can therefore be pressed on when 
trade is bad, and slowed down when trade is good. 
Finally, alongside of the great development of large- 
scale produdlion, there has been an equally marked 
development of labour organisation, for the purpose of 
demanding better conditions ; and this may lead, and 
has led, to disaftrous and co^ly friftion. The State 
has defined the conditions under which these organisa- 
tions may work ; it has undertaken substantial powers 
of wage-regulation and it has created elaborate 
machinery of conciliation and negotiation. 

In short, during the laSl two generations the State 
has undertaken a wide range of regulative (not pro- 
du(51:ive) activities, extending over the greater part of 
the field of industry ; and, equipped with these powers, 
it is in a position to guide and assiSt the community 
through the industrial transition, in a way that was 
not possible to our ancestors when the unpredictable 
upheaval of the Industrial Revolution shook the 
ground beneath their feet. But these functions of 
regulation, created piecemeal and almoSt haphazard, 
are distributed among a number of Departments, each 
more or less aflPeCted by the vice of Departmentalism — 
the Board of Trade, the Ministry of Labour, the 
Ministry of Transport, the Ministry of Mines, the 
Ministry of Agriculture, the EleCtricity Commission, 
the Development Commission, the Forestry Com- 
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mission, and (laft but very far from leaft) the Treasury. 
Apart from the Cabinet, there is no co-ordinating 
authority to bring all these aftivities together, and make 
them all contribute to a well-devised national policy 
in the industrial sphere. Can the Cabinet, with all its 
preoccupations, meet the need ? Obviously it cannot. 
Yet the need is beginning to be felt. When the 
Labour Government of 1929 resolved to tackle the 
problem of unemployment, it felt that it could not leave 
this problem to any one Department, because it 
affedled many Departments. So it entrufred the work 
to — the Lord Privy Seal, with the co-operation of the 
FirSl Commissioner of Works and the Chancellor of 
the Duchy of LancaSfer : three holders of practically 
nominal offices, not one of whom has any direCt contaft 
with any of the great Departments concerned. Plainly 
something more practical and businesslike than this 
makeshift arrangement is needed if the influence of the 
State in the industrial sphere is to be intelligently used 
and its various activities are to be eflFeCtually co- 
ordinated. The need is glaring ; the Cabinet, as it is 
now organised, cannot meet it. 

It would be possible to continue almoSt indefinitely 
the illustrations of the need for a more effective 
co-ordination of the Departments of government. 
Another illustration might be drawn from the social 
services which the State has organised for its citizens ; 
these are mainly administered through the local 
authorities, which have been brought under an 
increasingly close control by the central administration. 
But this control is wielded by different Departments, 
notably the Ministry of Health and the Board of 
Education : at many points their jurisdictions conflict 
with one another and with the activities of the Ministry 
of Labour. Apart from the overburdened Cabinet, 
there is no effective machinery in existence for co- 
ordinating this work. 
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Again there are many difficult problems of imperial 
policy — problems of imperial migration and imperial 
trade ; problems affefting the rights and claims of the 
various races included within the Empire, some of 
which resent the treatment given to them by the 
Governments of others, as the Indians resent their 
treatment in Kenya or in South Africa ; finally, 
problems aflFefting the treatment of backward peoples, 
some of whom are under the control of the self- 
governing Dominions, while others are under the 
control of the mother country. Imperial queftions 
are divided between the India Office and the two 
diftinftly organised branches of the Colonial Office ; 
and, except as between the la^ two, there is no 
machinery for the co-ordination of policy other than 
the Cabinet — no authority responsible for shaping our 
imperial policy as a whole, or for thinking out the be^l 
means of improving and developing the partnership 
of diverse peoples which we call the Empire, 

Other in^ances might be given ; but enough has 
perhaps been said to show the profound importance of 
the task of co-ordination, and the incapacity of the 
Cabinet, as it is now organised, to deal with it ade- 
quately. Once again, in monopolising all power, the 
Cabinet has loaded itself with more work than it can 
do ; and, like all despots, it is apt to be jealous of any 
attempt to reduce its power. 

The effective control of the administrative machine 
and the adequate co-ordination of its Departments are, 
of course, primarily administrative queStions. But it 
muSt not be forgotten that the Cabinet has also 
assumed entire control of all legislation. Every Bill 
of importance which is laid before Parliament comes 
with Its imprimatur, and has been presumably fully 
considered by it before it is produced ; even in the 
very rare instances in which a Private Member’s Bill 
is allowed to go beyond its early Stages, it muSt firSt 
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have been discussed and approved by the Cabinet. 
As the opportunities for discussion in the House of 
Commons are certain to be greatly cut down by the 
closure, and as, on all controverted points, the Bill will 
be forced through by the application of the party 
majority (where this exi^s), the responsibility of the 
Cabinet for legislation is all but absolute. 

It is, no doubt, right that the initiative in legislation 
should fall to those who know beft, by administrative 
experience, both what changes are needed and how 
they can beSl be accomplished. But this means that 
the main responsibility, m a majority of cases, lies with 
the Department concerned, and very largely with the 
officials. Hence it is of the higheSi importance that 
the legislative proposals which emanate from the 
Departments should be very thoroughly canvassed. 
It is obvious that a group of overburdened men such 
as the members of a Cabinet, who can only give the 
time required by negledling the work of their own 
Departments, is a singularly ineffective body to do 
more than give a rough preliminary consideration to 
the proposals, and an endorsement of their general 
principles : it ought to be content that the real dis- 
cussions should come later, in Parliament, which is its 
proper place ; and it ought to be prepared, in the great 
majority of cases, to accept the judgment of Parlia- 
ment instead of applying its brute majority. It is too 
jealous of its own dictatorship willingly to do this ; 
and unfortunately (as we shall see in a later chapter) 
the cumbrous procedure of Parliament, and the super- 
abundance of business which is thrust upon it, provide 
a valid excuse for the wholesale use of the closure and 
for the ruthless use of the majority. 

Legislative work will not be well done until the 
present predominant control of the Cabinet is 
diminished ; until the House of Commons regains 
some of its freedom and some of its power ; until its 
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procedure is drastically revised, and it is relieved of 
much of the work which it now has to scramble 
through ; and until the Second or revising Chamber is 
made efficient for the work which properly falls to it. 

If legislation in the Slrift sense — Bills which go 
through the regular procedure — is insufficiently con- 
sidered, this is Still more the case with what we have 
called ‘ subordinate legislation,’ which is issued by the 
Departments under the terms of general A(Sts. It is 
improbable that legislation of this charadter is ever 
considered by the Cabinet at all. It is certain that it is 
practically never considered by Parliament. It is only 
in a minority of cases that it even ‘ lies on the table ’ 
for a prescribed period, and even in these cases it is 
only discussed if it is formally challenged. The 
opportunities for ^udying it and for challenging it 
are wholly inadequate ; and in effeCt this kind of 
legislation goes into currency on the sole authority of 
the Department concerned. If it is, by any chance, 
challenged, the probability is that it will be forced 
through by the application of the mechanical majority, 
whenever the Cabinet commands such a majority. It 
is highly important that this class of legislation should 
be thoroughly discussed ; and we shall consider in a 
later chapter how this can be done. For the moment, 
it is enough to observe that the extension of Cabinet 
dictatorship to the sphere of legislation has not been 
very satisfactory. 

It has been no more satisfactory in the sphere of 
finance. There can be few tasks of government of 
greater importance than that of keeping a CtriCt control 
over expenditure, and a continuous review of the 
methods and effeCts of taxation. The Cabinet is the 
supreme financial, as it is the supreme administrative 
and legislative, organ. It makes its own proposals for 
outlay and its own plans for raising the needful money, 
with the guidance of the officials ; then it forces both 
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through the House of Commons, by means of its 
majority, whenever it has a majority. But it makes 
no attempt — it has no time to make any attempt — to 
review in detail the finances of the various Depart- 
ments. It does not even try to procure that the 
national accounts shall be presented in such a form as 
to be intelligible to its own members, not to speak of 
the members of Parliament. These accounts are now 
set forth in such a form that they are only intelligible 
to Treasury experts, and they give no clear view of the 
real financial position of the State.^ Nor does it 
encourage, or even permit. Parliament to attempt the 
task which it is itself unable to perform : when any 
proposal is put forward which might ensure a more 
thorough parliamentary inveftigation of finance, it is 
at once met with the parrot cry about the danger of 
‘ undermining Cabinet responsibility.’ 

In short, the Cabinet has arrogated to itself, half 
blindly, a series of colossal responsibilities which it 
cannot meet, which it will not allow Parliament to 
tackle, and which are not met at all except in so far as 
they are assumed by the bureaucracy behind the cloak 
of Cabinet omnipotence. These responsibilities are 
never brought home to it. ' Nobody ever arraigns the 
Cabinet, either in Parliament, on the platform, or in 
the Press, because it is failing to control the admini^ra- 
tive machine, or because it is failing to co-ordinate the 
work of the various Departments of State, or because 
it is failing to ensure the adequate discussion of 
legislation, or because it is failing to maintain a 
sufficiently searching scrutiny of the national finances 
in detail. No Miniftry has ever been overthrown on 
any of these grounds, because they are not a legitimate 
ground of party attack, all parties alike having used the 
same methods, and all alike being anxious to maintain 
for their own enjoyment the unqualified didlatorship 
^ This subject is more fully discussed below, pp. 223-5. 
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which the Cabinet wields. It is a mere myth that the 
Cabinet is in any ^Irift sense responsible to Parliament 
for the performance of these funftions, because 
Parliament, equally with the Cabinet itself, seems to be 
unaware that these fundlions need to be performed. 
In any case, the responsibility of the Cabinet to 
Parliament for anything at all is unreal so long as it is 
supported by a pledged and docile majority. 


V. The Need for Reform 

What has been written in the foregoing seftion is 
not meant as a condemnation of the Cabinet system as 
such, or of the choice of the members of a Cabinet 
wholly from a single party, or of the combination of 
admini^rative and legislative funftions in the same 
body. On the contrary, we believe that such a body 
as the Cabinet — a small and intimate group of men 
closely in touch with each of the main Departments of 
government — is the beil, perhaps the only, means of 
diredfing national policy in a representative system ; 
we believe (and have argued) that such a Cabinet will 
do its work be^l if all its members share a common 
outlook and have the habit of adling together, and that 
this will be be^t secured if they are members of the 
same party; and we believe, finally, in contradidlion 
to the theories of Montesquieu and the praftice of the 
American Constitution, that administration and legis- 
lation cannot be healthily separated, and that the 
initiative in legislation — while doubtless inspired by 
the ideals of a party — comes beSt from those who are 
in contadt with administration, so that they know what 
is needed and can work out pradtical methods of 
supplying it. 

With the main features of the Cabinet syStem, 
therefore, we have nt) quarrel. But we think that the 
system is failing to produce the beSt results, for three 
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main reasons : firft, because the Cabinet has assumed 
too great a monopoly of power in extending its 
responsibility to cover, not merely the general guid- 
ance of national policy, but every detail of adminiftra- 
tion and legislation, thus assuming functions which it 
cannot possibly fulfil ; secondly, because in reducing 
Parliament to complete subjedlion, and in failing to 
utilise the resources of Parliament more fully for the 
work of criticism, it has atrophied that “ control on 
behalf of the nation ” which is needed not only for free- 
dom, but also for health and efficiency; and, thirdly, 
because, for the essential work which it has to do, it is 
ill-organised, and needs to be reconftrufted. 

We shall discuss in later chapters whether and how 
“ the control on behalf of the nation ” can be made 
more effedfive. But it is necessary to examine more 
closely here the ftrufture and working of the Cabinet, 
and the possibility of improving it. 

There would appear to be two main faftors which 
tend to weaken the Cabinet and to make its deliberations 
ineffeftive. One is the faft that mo^l of its members 
are apt to be so much engrossed in departmental details 
— especially if they take their departmental work 
seriously — as to have neither time nor attention for the 
wider issues of policy, or for the vital work of co- 
ordinating the various Departments of government. 
The members of such a body as the Cabinet, while in 
real touch with the work of their Departments, ought to 
be, so far as possible, freed from the burden of detail 
and routine. They ought to recognise that they can- 
not possibly know or control all the details of a great 
Department ; and they should therefore be content to 
deal only with the broad issues of policy, leaving the 
regulation of details, whether in adminiftration or in 
legislation, in part to their political subordinates, and 
in part to other methods of control. 

The other cause of weakness is that the Cabinet is 
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too large. Sir Robert Peel, who probably understood 
the Cabinet syStem more thoroughly, and worked it 
better, than any other Prime Minister of the nine- 
teenth century, used to say that the ideal size for a 
Cabinet was ten or twelve, because this number of men 
could sit round a table, and all take an effedtive part 
in deliberation. His own very efficient Cabinet of 
1841-1846 had thirteen members. A Cabinet of 
twenty-one or twenty-two begins to approximate to a 
public meeting. The reason why the Cabinet has 
grown to this unwieldy size is, of course, that the 
expansion of the functions of government has led to 
the creation of many new Departments which cannot 
be omitted from the scope of the central organ of govern- 
ment : as it is, the Ministries of Transport, Mines and 
Pensions are omitted, and in theory they ought not to 
be. The ideal Cabinet, then, should be small enough 
to make intimate discussion possible, and large enough 
to include within its range of contadt every Depart- 
ment of government. Is it possible to satisfy these 
apparently conflidting requirements ? 

VI. SuggeSlions for Reform 

At the end of the war, when the air was full of 
‘ reconSlrudlion,’ a Committee on the Machinery of 
Government was set up, under the Chairmanship of 
Lord Haldane. Recognising that the composition of 
the Cabinet had been fixed by tradition, and that it was 
cumbrous and incoherent, they asked themselves what 
were the essential sedlions or departments of the work 
of government, and proceeded to suggeft a reconstitu- 
tion of the Cabinet on this basis. We may perhaps 
venture to follow their example. 

(i) The firSt essential member of any Cabinet is 
of course the Prime 'Minister, who nominates it and 
presides over it, and who is, in virtue of this position. 
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the working head of the State. As a rule he does not, 
and he never ought to, hold any departmental po^l, 
but should be equally concerned in every Depart- 
ment. He holds, indeed, by tradition, the office of 
Firil Lord of the Treasury; but this is purely titular, 
and ought not to mean that he is in any special way 
associated with the Treasury. 

(2) The fir^f of the great Departments of govern- 
ment is finance, which is the tap-root of good govern- 
ment. The Treasury, as the finance office, exercises a 
sort of supervision over all the other Departments, and 
the permanent head of the Treasury is recognised as 
the head of the whole Civil Service. For the same 
reason, the Chancellor of the Exchequer (which is our 
traditional name for the Finance Minister) ranks next 
to the Prime Minister, and is usually regarded as 
second-in-command in the Cabinet. Except when his 
Budget is in incubation — and its presentation is the 
greatest event of the parliamentary year — he is, in 
comparison with other Ministers, relatively free from 
official routine : all the more so since his subordinate, 
the Financial Secretary to the Treasury (who is always 
regarded as the mo^l important Miniver outside of 
the Cabinet) is at hand to relieve him. Hence the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer can, and ought to, keep 
himself comparatively free for the discussion of broad 
issues of policy. 

(3) The conduct of foreign relations is the next great 
Department. It is perhaps the mo^ exacting of all 
the Departments, and the one in which the personality 
of the Miniver counts for mo^f. But the Secretary of 
State for Foreign Affairs is scarcely ever called upon to 
take any part in legislative work, nor is Parliament very 
exadfing in its demands upon his time. Hence he is 
free to play his indispensable part in the deliberations of 
the Cabinet, which is constantly occupied with the work 
of his Department. 
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(4) The next great seftion of the work of govern- 
ment is Imperial Relations. This is at present divided 
between two offices, the India Office and the Colonial 
Office, of which the latter is divided into two diftinft 
seftions, for the self-governing Dominions, and for the 
dependent colonies, protectorates and mandated terri- 
tories, respectively. But there are many problems 
which affeft the whole Empire. Why should there not 
be a single Miniver for Imperial Affairs, who would 
be a member of the Cabinet, while each of the three 
Departments would be under a subordinate Miniver, 
not in the Cabinet ? The subordinate Minivers could 
deal with the details of their Departments, and answer 
questions relating to them in Parliament, leaving the 
Imperial Miniver to deal with wider issues. There 
might be a council, or a sort of sub-Cabinet, including 
all the four Ministers, with, possibly, their chief per- 
manent officials, and perhaps, on occasion, representa- 
tives of India, the Dominions and the Colonies. Thus 
the various Departments would be effectively co- 
ordinated ; problems could then be discussed, not 
merely from a narrowly departmental, but from a 
broadly imperial point of view ; and recommendations 
would come up to the Cabinet on such questions as 
(say) the organisation of the Ea^l African colonies after 
they had been thoroughly discussed in a wider per- 
spective than is now possible. 

(5) Next comes the funCtion of Defence, now divided 
between three Departments, the Admiralty, the War 
Office and the Air Mini^ry ; the Ministry of Pensions, 
which is excluded from the Cabinet, might well come 
into the same group. This funCtion should be treated 
in the same way as the la^t : there would be one Minis- 
ter of Defence, of Cabinet rank; while subordinate 
Ministers would deal with the admini^rative work of 
each of the four Departments, and a joint Council or 
sub-Cabinet would consider the defence problem as a 
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whole, and submit considered proposals to the Cabinet ; 
possibly the exiting Committee of Imperial Defence, 
with the Miniver of Defence replacing the Prime Minis- 
ter in the chair, might perform the funftions of a 
common deliberative body for the four Departments. 
In this way the co-ordination of the defence services 
would be effediively achieved, without the draftic 
measure of merging three great offices in a single huge 
Department of Defence ; and the Minister of Defence 
would be disembarrassed of departmental detail, while 
having diredl contadl: with all the Departments under 
his control ; he would be free to devote himself to 
questions of broad principle and policy ; he would be 
able, for example, if the Cabinet decided that the total 
outlay on defence should be kept within a certain figure, 
to apportion the sum available. 

(6) Turning now to the regulation of home affairs, 
the fir^l important Department will be that of Justice 
and Police. This includes the greater part of the work 
of the Home Office, which, however, also performs cer- 
tain funftions (such as the administration of the 
Factory Afts) that ought to be transferred to the De- 
partments which deal with Industry. The phrase 
‘ Justice and Police ’ also, covers the functions of the 
Lord Chancellor, who has invariably been a member 
of the Cabinet. But is there any reason why he should 
continue to be so ? There seem to be very Strong 
reasons why he should not. His appointment as a 
party man to a place in a party Government is in 
violent conflict with the principle that the judges should 
Stand aloof from politics, and his insecure tenure is a 
violation of the rule that, in order to secure their 
independence and impartiality, judges should be irre- 
movable. He is the head of the judiciary ; he nomin- 
ates the High Court judges and appoints the County 
Court judges and the JuStices of the Peace ; he is 
ex officio Speaker of the House of Lords. All these are 
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ftrong reasons why he should not be a member of the 
Cabinet. Judges ought not to be appointed on the 
ground of party services. Perhaps a new method of 
appointing them would have to be found if the Lord 
Chancellor disappeared from the Cabinet. In that 
event, the funftion should assuredly not be transferred 
to the Minister of Justice or Home Secretary, because 
this would ensure the predominance of political influ- 
ence. Possibly the Lord Chancellor with the Lord 
Chief Juftice and the Mailer of the Rolls might 
become a nominating committee, submitting names to 
the Prime Miniver. 

(7) The Scottish Office fills a diftinft place by itself, 
overlapping some of the other offices. This is not a 
logical arrangement, but it is necessary, in view both of 
Scottish national sentiment and of the diflPerent con- 
ditions which in many respedls exift in Scotland. If a 
scheme of devolution, such as we shall discuss later 
(Chap. VII), were to be adopted, the Secretary for 
Scotland would disappear from the Cabinet. 

(8) Next comes the group of Departments which 
are concerned with Indu^ry and Commerce. With the 
exception of the Board of Trade, they are all of very 
recent origin ; and, as we have seen, there is no sphere 
in which co-ordination is more needed. These 
Departments include the Board of Trade, the Miniftry 
of Labour, the Mini^ry of Transport, the Miniftry of 
Mines and the Department of Overseas Trade. A 
Minister of Cabinet rank, to be called the Miniver of 
Induftry and Commerce, with subordinate Minivers 
for each of these Departments, and a council or sub- 
Cabinet which would take into review the whole of the 
aftivities of the Government in this sphere, and prepare 
proposals for submission to the Cabinet, could render 
very great service, and do away with much confusion. 
With him might jvell be associated an Economic 
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General StaflF, such as was proposed in Britain's Indus- 
trial Future^ to think out in advance the problems of 
British Industry. 

(9) Agriculture, Fisheries, Foreftry, and the regula- 
tion of our national water resources, might perhaps be 
linked with the previous group, and they would cer- 
tainly come within the purview of an Economic General 
Staff. But the industrial group is big enough in itself ; 
and the land-group assuredly deserves separate organ- 
isation, especially in view of the sad decline of British 
agriculture, and the urgent need for an intelligent policy 
for its encouragement and revival. 

(10) There remain the Social Services, which are 
almost wholly administered by the local authorities, 
together with the relations between central and local 
government. These important subjects are at present 
dealt with by the Ministry of Health and the Board of 
Education. Each of them is of so great importance 
that it might well claim a Minister of Cabinet rank for 
itself. But there is great need of co-ordination in this 
sphere; and there would be much gain in bringing 
under the eye of a single Minister every aspect of the 
‘ condition of the people question.’ A Minister of 
Social Services, with subordinate Ministers in charge 
of Health, Education, and possibly other Depart- 
ments, and a council or sub-cabinet whose reference 
would be ‘ the condition of the people,’ would have a 
sphere of work sufficiently great to attract the moSt 
eminent. 

We have set forth above the natural divisions of the 
whole wide field of government. They cover the 
ground. There is nothing left out. And they leave 
us with a Supreme Cabinet of ten members, including 
the Prime MiniSler; together with a series of sub- 
cabinets for large seftions of the work of government, 
whose aftivity would largely free the Cabinet from much 
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detailed work which at present clogs its wheels, while 
all their work would be completely subjedt to its 
sovereign authority. 

It will be noted that a number of familiar offices 
are absent from this li^. The Po^mafter-General does 
not appear. His work is not ‘ government,’ but the 
conduCT of a colossal business concern, which is be^l 
kept aloof from ‘ politics.’ The Firft Commissioner 
of Works is absent. His work has nothing to do with 
national policy. The Lord President of the Council, 
the Lord Privy Seal, and the Chancellor of the Duchy of 
Lancaster do not fill their accustomed places in Cabinet 
lists. These are nominal offices, useful as a means of 
giving positions in the Cabinet to wise counsellors who 
for one reason or another cannot assume departmental 
responsibilities. One or two of them might very well 
be preserved for this purpose, bringing up the number 
of the Cabinet to a round dozen. 

This scheme, which is largely based upon the report 
of the Haldane Committee on the Machinery of Govern- 
ment, provides a well-articulated framework for the 
supreme direftion of national affairs. It reduces the 
Cabinet to a size which would make intimate discus- 
sion possible, and relieve its members from the di^tradl- 
ing pressure of departmental routine, while at the same 
time it brings the whole governmental syftem, more 
completely than now, under the review of the Cabinet. 
It ensures, in the suggested series of sub-cabinets or 
inter-departmental group-councils, the effeftive co- 
ordination of related Departments, and the full con- 
sideration both of adminiftrative policy and of legis- 
lative proposals before they are submitted to the 
Cabinet. It draws a clear di^linftion between the 
responsibility for the supreme direftion of policy which 
necessarily belongs to the Cabinet, and the detail of 
admini^lrative methods and routine which ought not 
to be taken under the aegis of Cabinet responsibility. 
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In short, it offers a solution for some of the difficulties 
and defefts of Cabinet government in its present form, 
which we have been surveying in this chapter : others 
of these difficulties can only be solved by a relloration 
of the power and prestige of Parliament, to which we 
shall turn in a later chapter. 



CHAPTER IV 

POLITICAL PARTIES AND THE ‘ PARTY SYSTEM ’ 

I. The Necessity of Parties 

The course of our argument in the laft chapter has 
made it clear that organised political parties are essen- 
tial to the working of our syftem of government. It is 
the leadership of party that gives to the Prime Minis- 
ter his enormous power ; it is common membership of a 
party that gives unity of charafter and aims to a 
Cabinet ; it is the exigence of an organised supporting 
party in the House of Commons that enables the Cabinet 
to carry on its work, and (when the party has a majority) 
endows it with a complete diftatorship over the whole 
range of government ; and this diftatorship is only 
limited or qualified by the fear of those who wield it 
le^l any grave blunder may weaken the parly in the 
country, and bring downfall at the next eleftion. 

There are people who assert that party is an evil, 
and that things would go much better if there were no 
parties : they usually mean no more than that things 
would go much better if everybody agreed with them. 
It is both natural and inevitable that when great ques- 
tions have to be decided by large bodies of men, those 
who think alike should aft together, and subordinate 
their minor differences in order to co-operate effeftively 
in support of the big things on which they agree. On 
no other terms can business be done in large bodies. 
If there were only one party in the House of Commons, 
there would be 6 parties in the House of Commons, 
and no business would ever get done at all: unless, 

ii6 
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indeed, the autocracy of the leader of the one party 
was enforced, as in Italy, by severe penalties. Organ- 
ised co-operation among those who broadly think alike 
is the essential condition of achievement ; and organ- 
ised co-operation is party. Wherever representative 
inftitutions have been eftablished, political parties 
have always come into being, and have always become 
the controlling faftors in the working of the syftem. 
In our own country they have had a continuous exist- 
ence ever since Parliament became an important arena 
of discussion. 

But both in our own and in other countries they have 
varied very widely in the elaboration of their organ- 
isation, and in the rigidity (or precision) with which 
their principles have been defined. Until compara- 
tively recently, British political parties have not been 
very elaborately organised, nor have their principles 
been very precisely defined. During the laSl two 
generations there has been a great change in this 
respeft towards greater elaboration and greater rigidity. 
And the effedl of this change upon the working of our 
sySlem has been as marked as the effeft of the other 
great changes which we have already analysed — the 
growth of bureaucracy, and the increasing diftatorship 
of the Cabinet. Indeed, these three things are closely 
related. Rigid party organisation is the foundation of 
Cabinet dictatorship ; and Cabinet dictatorship is the 
cloak behind which bureaucracy has thriven unobserved. 

II. The Freedom of the Old ‘ Two-party ’ System 

In the fir^ half of the nineteenth century (to go back 
no farther) there were two political parties in Britain : 
those who were in favour of change and those who were 
againft change. They called themselves at fir^t by the 
old-fashioned and colourless names of Whigs and 
Tories, later by the more modern and descriptive titles 
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of Liberals and Conservatives. But there was no 
uniformity of opinion, and no rigid party discipline, on 
either side; and it was only for this reason that two 
parties sufficed to express the opinions of the electorate 
and their representatives. 

Naturally there was moSt agreement among those 
who opposed change. But there were some among 
them who accepted Free Trade, and others who wanted 
to return to Protection ; some who were in favour of 
Factory ACts, and others who held to the principles of 
laisser-jaire ; some who wanted to maintain the unity 
of the Empire in subjeCtion to the British Crown and 
Parliament, and others who (like Disraeli) regarded the 
colonies as ‘ mill^ones round our necks.' Among 
those who wanted change there were, naturally, much 
wider variations of opinion. Whigs and Radicals dis- 
liked one another so much that they had to invent the 
name ‘ Liberal ' as an umbrella to cover them both. 
The Radical Imperialists like Durham, Wakefield and 
Molesworth differed sharply from the Little Englanders 
like Sir Henry Parnell. The Cobdenites were at issue 
with the majority of the party, who supported FaClory 
ACls and were not afraid of the bureaucratic activities of 
Chadwick. O'Connell and his Repealers (who always 
voted Liberal) could not find words bitter enough for the 
“ base, bloody, and brutal Whigs." 

Moreover, there was no rigid central party organ- 
isation on either side to subjugate these dissident 
elements, or to discourage their representation in Parlia- 
ment. Candidates went down to their constituencies, 
preached their own doCtrines, and paid their own 
expenses. If successful, they aligned themselves, 
according to their general sympathies, for or againSt 
‘ change,' and gave general support to the Liberal or 
the Conservative leaders ; but moSt of them would have 
refused to admit that they were ‘ pledged ' either to 
support a Government through thick and thin or 
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always to vote again^ it. There was consequently a 
great deal of free voting and a great deal of cross-voting ; 
and as Governments never had large majorities during 
that period, very much often depended upon a debate. 
In such circum^ances the Cabinet could wield no 
diftatorship ; it could not override Parliament or cut 
down discussion ; it conftantly had to accept the judg- 
ment of the House of Commons. 

Two in^ances of the freedom of debate which 
existed in this period may be quoted. In 1 844, on the 
Mines Aft introduced by the Conservative Lord 
Ashley (for the private member had not yet been 
excluded from a share in legislation), Peel’s Cabinet 
and the majority of their Conservative followers were 
supported by the Manchefter Radicals in watering 
down the Bill, while Ashley had the support of the 
majority of the Liberals and of Disraeli’s ‘ Young 
England’ Tories. In 1850, in the famous Don 
Pacifico debate, Palmerfton’s foreign policy was 
attacked by a combination which included Disraeli and 
the official Conservatives, Gladftone and the Peelites, 
who generally supported the Liberal Government, and 
Cobden with the little group of Manchefter Radicals. 
Palmerfton won by a handsome majority which was 
drawn from all parts of the House. 

Free voting on this scale (and many other inftances 
might be quoted) is unknown to-day, and has been 
unknown for a long time, except when (as on the 
Prayer-book measure of 1927) the ‘ Whips are taken 
off ’ deliberately. All this means that the party syftem 
— and a two-party syftem at that — ^was in those days 
not incompatible with free debate and discussion ; 
Parliament was ftill genuinely supreme, and Cabinet 
diftatorship had not yet arisen. And the significant 
thing is that this ftate of things did not make govern- 
ment impossible— despite the views of those who hold 
that ‘ ftable government ’ cannot exift unless the 
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Cabinet commands a majority which will enable it to 
impose its own views upon the House of Commons. 
It was these conditions which Mill and Bagehot had in 
mind when they sang the praises of party government 
and parliamentary supremacy: party government and 
parliamentary supremacy were not, in their days, as 
they have since become, incompatible one with the 
other. 

III. The Growth of Rigid Party Organisation and its 

Causes 

"What has been the cause of the change ? Beyond 
doubt, the main cause has been the increasing elabora- 
tion of party organisation, and the increasing ftriftness 
of party discipline : we have now reached a ^age in 
which the mere fa(fl: that the members of a party 
sometimes vote in different lobbies is aftually put 
forward as a reason why nobody should support them. 
But what has caused this growing elaboration and 
^ridlness ? Two faflors have contributed to the 
process. 

One was the emergence, as party leaders, juft at the 
moment when the franchise was extended by the Second 
Reform Aft (1867), of the two dominating and chal- 
lenging figures of Gladftone and Disraeli. Inftead of 
voting for individual candidates on their merits, eleftors 
began to vote for candidates who could be trufted to 
support these popular idols through thick and thin. 
The enlarged eleftorate found it easieft to fix its allegi- 
ance to a powerful personality ; and the exploitation of 
personality has gone on increasingly, as the franchise 
has widened. When nobody of the ftanding of Glad- 
ftone or Disraeli was available, a subftitute had to be 
manufaftured. Poor Mr. Baldwin, an honeft and 
kindly man, but not^by any means a superman, has had 
to submit to a painful process of inflation, and to sec 
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his gently quizzical head reproduced in gigantic powers 
on every hoarding in the land, over the inspiring motto 
‘ Safety Fir^ ’ ; he has had to permit his pipe and his 
pigs to be used as symbols. Mr. Ramsay Mac- 
Donald has had to subdue his aversion from publicity : 
he has had to let the Press know what he reads when he 
travels by aeroplane ; when he goes upon his travels 
across the Atlantic he has to endure the society of a 
troop of journalists, who, whenever he takes a walk on 
deck, send the glad news home by wireless ; iie has to 
pose to the ‘ movies ’ and the ‘ talkies ’ — with whatever 
reluctance — as the weary Titan, bearing the cares of 
empire with a sad, brave smile. Even that shy recluse, 
Mr. Lloyd George, has had to see himself in garish 
colours on the hoardings, a colossal figure, pointing 
with one hand to the armies mobilised for war, and with 
the other to the army of the unemployed who might 
be mobilised for the works of peace. This orgy of 
personal advertisement has befen imposed upon us by 
the publicity experts, those prophets and evangelifts of 
our day. It is regarded as a necessary part of the 
machinery for creating the legend of the Great Leader. 
Every party has to have a Great Leader, whom every 
candidate of the party mu^ be pledged to follow ; he is, 
officially, almost divinely inspired, and is supposed to 
wield almoft the powers of a dictator ; his lighted word 
is held to bind his party. But this is a dangerous 
doClrine, not favourable to the exercise of free judgment 
by a representative body. 

The main reason, however, for the development of 
more elaborate party organisation has been the mere 
faCt of the increase in the size of the electorate. In 
each conftituency the eleClors had to be helped or 
persuaded to put their names on the register ; they had 
to be canvassed and brought to the poll ; candidates 
had to be seleCted, and campaigns conducted, not only 
for parliamentary elections, but also for local elections 
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of various types ; and not only during eleftions, but also 
in the intervals between them, the work of propaganda 
had to be carried on. All this demanded the services, 
wherever possible, of a whole-time salaried agent in 
each conilituency. The work was coftly, and became 
more coftly as the number of eleftors was increased by 
successive franchise A<Els. The number of candidates 
who were willing to defray the whole coft of this work 
out of their own pockets, besides paying the heavy 
expenses of the eleftion, gradually decreased ; the num- 
ber of conftituencies in which a party was able to pay 
the whole co^l by voluntary subscriptions was never 
large. In any case, the conftituencies had to be helped 
with ‘ literature ’ and speakers. Moreover, to keep 
the party together and ftrengthen its zeal, it came to 
seem desirable that an annual congress of delegates from 
the con^ituency associations should be held : when 
the congress met it had to do some business, and it took 
to passing resolutions about the policy of the party, 
which tended to give more exaft definition to its 
doftrines. 

All this necessitated a more and more elaborate 
central organisation ; also it all coft money, and the 
central organisation had to colleft larger and larger 
funds for these purposes. Since he who pays the piper 
calls the tune, the more money was supplied from the 
central organisation, the more control it obtained over 
the party as a whole. Discipline began to take the place 
of the laxity of the previous period. A member who 
was tempted to take a too independent line in Parlia- 
ment learned to fear that the central organisation of his 
party might sugge^ to the local association that some- 
body else should be norriinated in his place ; and since, 
with the large new electorate, his hold over his con- 
stituents was far from being as close or personal as it 
had been in the day^ of small electorates, this would 
threaten the cessation of his political career. The 
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stronger the central organisation became, and the more 
money it had at its command, the more influence it was 
able to wield in this sort of way. Thus, because of the 
increased size of the electorate, both the doCtrine and 
the discipline of the political parties became Readily 
more rigid. The more rigid party doCtrine and party 
discipline became, the more the freedom of the House 
of Commons was impaired ; and the more complete 
became the dictatorship of a Cabinet which could 
command the support of a well-organised and well- 
disciplined party. It helped this process that, with the 
coming of a democratic franchise, the small majorities 
and the balance of parties, which had marked the 
previous era and had ensured the supremacy of Parlia- 
ment, were replaced by violent ‘ swings of the pen- 
dulum,’ giving big majorities fir^t to one side and then 
to the other. 

This process took place gradually, and almoft in- 
sensibly ; and it muft not be exaggerated. It is a 
tendency that has been, and is ^ill, at work, rather than 
a completed process. An important ftage in it came 
in 1877, when Joseph Chamberlain — anxious to organ- 
ise popular support for the Radical wing of the Liberal 
party, whose prophet he was — inspired the foundation 
of the National Liberal Federation, which was the firft 
national party organisation to be eftablished in Eng- 
land ; and put in, as its chief official, an extremely able 
organiser named Schnadhorft. There was a violent 
outcry, especially among Conservative critics, at this 
introduftion of the ‘ party caucus ’ into British politics. 
It was contended that this muft result in turning mem- 
bers of Parliament into mere delegates, inftead of 
independent and trusted representatives. There was 
some sub^ance in the criticism. But in fadl efficient 
organisation of the great parties on a national scale was 
the inevitable result of the coming of democracy; it 
had come much earlier in America, because the demo- 
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cratic franchise came earlier in America. The Con- 
servatives soon had to follow the Liberal lead, and set 
up a national organisation (the National Union of Con- 
servative Associations) ; and although, in consonance 
with the spirit of their party, they never allowed to this 
delegate body as much power as its compeer often 
wielded, they carried the organisation of the Central 
Party Office and the Central Party Fund to a higher 
pitch of efficiency than their rivals, subsidising the 
agents in mo^l con^ituencies and thus securing for 
their Central Office a ftrong hold over the effedlive 
machinery of the party in the constituencies. 

Another Stage in the process may perhaps be dated 
from 1891, when the National Liberal Federation set 
forth the famous Newcastle Programme. This was a 
long list of specific measures which the party pledged 
itself to place upon the Statute-book if given power. 
No such detailed programme had ever been issued 
before in the name of a political party. The result 
was that every Liberal candidate was assumed to be a 
supporter of all these proposals unless he definitely 
disavowed one or more of them ; and if he attempted 
disavowal, he might get into trouble with his local sup- 
porters. Thus the independence of individual mem- 
bers was very substantially qualified. Since that time 
it has become the practice of every party to announce 
beforehand the proposals it intends to carry; and if 
it does anything not announced beforehand, it is apt 
to be taunted with not having ‘ a mandate ' for what it 
does. The dodlrine of ‘ mandates ’ is a novel one in 
British politics. It would have seemed to Burke, or to 
Bagehot, a moft peStilent heresy. ‘ Programmes ’ and 
‘ mandates ’ subAantially tie the hands of members of 
Parliament, and bring them more effeftively under the 
control of their parties. 

But the moSl remarkable advance in the elaboration 
of party doftrine and discipline has been due to the 
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youngeil of British political parties. The Labour party 
was not e^lablished until 1900. From the outset it 
was closely linked with the Trade Unions ; and it 
borrowed from them much of the almoft military 
severity of discipline which they have wrought out for the 
purpose of their induftrial conflifts. A Trade UnioniS 
who breaks the rules of his Union, or disobeys the 
commands of its officials, may be drummed out of the 
Union, and thereby possibly deprived of the means 
of earning his livelihood ; and in the same way, mem- 
bers of the Labour party, or whole branches of it, may 
be expelled for refusing to fall into line. The Labour 
party has gone so far as to lay it down that no candidate 
may be adopted by any branch, or con^ituency associa- 
tion, until he has been approved by the central organ- 
isation of the party, a degree of control which neither 
of the older parties has ever dreamed of attempting to 
exercise. In dodlrine, as in discipline, the Labour 
party has attained a degree of rigidity far surpassing 
that of the older parties. Not content with defining a 
programme for immediate aftion, it has laid down in its 
formal constitution, adopted in 1918 and revised in 
1929, a definition of its aims which binds every mem- 
ber. FirSl among these aims is to bring about “ the 
public ownership of the means of production and 
distribution ” ; this is defined as being the primary 
purpose for which the party exiSts. Consequently any 
man or woman who joins the Labour party while dis- 
believing in this dogma, or putting his own private 
interpretation upon it, is guilty of the same kind of 
intellectual dishoneSty as the parson who takes Holy 
Orders in the Anglican Church while disbelieving in 
a fundamental doftrine of the Church, or putting his 
own private interpretation upon it. 

Beyond question, the increasing rigidity of party 
doCtrine and of party discipline is a political faCt of the 
utmost importance. It may be — probably is — an 
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inevitable consequence of the coming of democracy. 
It may be a good thing, since it implies a more exaft 
definition of the issues upon which the eleftors have 
to vote. But it differentiates the conditions of our day 
very sharply from the conditions of Bagehot’s day, and 
makes it impossible simply to assume that the principles 
he laid down about the working of the party sy^em in 
his day are equally applicable to our day. In par- 
ticular, it forces us to examine afresh the dodlrine, long 
accepted almoft as an axiom, that parliamentary govern- 
ment works be^l under a two-party system. That 
might be true when politicians could be broadly classi- 
fied as in favour of change or againft change, while 
preserving a wide freedom of aftion : it becomes much 
more doubtfully true when parties commit themselves 
to precise and definite dogmas. To divide either the 
nation or the politicians into those who advocate the 
taxation of imports and those who advocate the public 
ownership of the means of produftion, is obviously not 
an exhau^ive classification. 

We shall return presently to the subjeft of the two- 
party syllem. But before we do that, it is necessary 
to examine a little more closely the organisation of the 
parties, and the delicate but vitally important que^ion 
of party funds. 


IV. Party Leadership and Party Organisation 

The moft important element in the organisation of a 
party is its leadership ; because it is the recognised 
leader who, if the party obtains a majority, will be 
called to the great office of Prime Minister and will 
wield its va^ powers. The seleftion of party leaders is 
therefore a matter of vital moment, not only to the party, 
but also to the nation. Yet there has been a Grange 
indefiniteness about tjie method of selecting party 
leaders: for the mo^l part they have selected them- 
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selves, by becoming indispensable. The Prime Minis- 
ter is, of course, always the party leader when in office, 
and he indicates who is to be leader in the House in 
which he does not himself sit. The ex-Prime Minis- 
ter has always been the recognised leader when his 
party is in opposition, unless he should resign. If a 
Prime Minister dies or resigns when in office, the Crown 
has always seledled his successor, who has usually been 
obvious; but the seledfion of Lord Rosebery in 1893 
as Prime Minifter in succession to Gladstone, ^nd con- 
sequently as leader of the Liberal party — a decision 
which was made by Queen Viftoria without even con- 
sulting the retiring Prime Minister or the Cabinet — 
brought about a serious split in the party; and it is 
probable that such independent aftion by the Crown 
will not be repeated. If the Prime Minifter should 
resign, or die in office, it is unlikely that the King would 
take upon himself the onus of choosing his successor ; 
he would probably leave that delicate task to the 
Cabinet. 

Because of the close connexion between the premier- 
ship and the party leadership, there were very few 
occasions during the nineteenth century when a party 
had to choose a new leader. There was one such in 
1846, when the majority of the Conservative party 
refused to submit to the leadership of Sir Robert Peel 
after the repeal of the Corn Laws. On that occasion 
Lord Stanley (later Lord Derby) seems to have fallen 
into the leadership without eleftion, being already the 
moil aftive member of the party in the House of Lords ; 
while Lord George Bentinck took the lead in the House 
of Commons by virtue of his angry zeal, also without 
election. Again, in 1874, when Gladstone suddenly 
announced his retirement from the leadership of the 
Liberal party after the conclusion of his firft Ministry, 
he was succeeded by Lord Harrington ; but the appoint- 
ment seems to have been made by the members of the 
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late Cabinet (who would to-day be called the ‘ Shadow 
Cabinet ’), though it was apparently confirmed by a 
meeting of the members of the party in both Houses 
of Parliament. Throughout the nineteenth century 
there was never, in either of the older parties, a formal 
‘ eledfion ’ of a leader. In 1899 Sir Henry Campbell- 
Bannerman was eledled by the Liberal members of 
the House of Commons, but only to the leadership in 
that House ; it was held that he did not become leader 
of the party until he was invited by the King to form a 
Mini^ry in 1905. In theory it did not follow from 
his eleftion that he would become Prime Minister. 
In faft, however, his seledlion as leader in the Com- 
mons settled the matter; because it was becoming 
unthinkable that a Prime Minister should ever again 
be drawn from the House of Lords. 

During the twentieth century the practice has 
become clearer. The Conservative party has twice 
eledled a leader of the party as a whole, not merely of 
the party in one House of Parliament. The firft occa- 
sion was when Mr. Bonar Law was eledfed leader in 
succession to Mr. Balfour at a meeting of the Con- 
servative members of both Houses ; the second was 
when, after Mr. Bonar Law’s retirement (1923), the 
party eledled Mr. Stanley Baldwin, deliberately passing 
over Lord Curzon on the express ground that he was a 
peer. The decision was the more important because 
it determined who was to be Prime Minister, and 
pradlically deprived the Crown of the power of choice 
which Queen Vidloria had exercised in 1893. When 
even the Conservative party has in effedl decided that 
its party leader muft always be a member of the 
House of Commons, it may safely be assumed that no 
other party is ever likely to take another view. Lord 
Oxford, indeed, ^ated in 1925", after he had accepted a 
peerage, that once a man had been head of a party 
Miniftry he mu^t remain leader until he chose to resign, 
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and that there was no recognised way of ele< 5 ling the 
leader of a party as a whole, but only the leader in one 
House of Parliament. But in saying this he was 
thinking rather of the precedents of the nineteenth 
century than of the pradlice of the twentieth. On the 
vitally important question of party leadership the 
eftablished convention of to-day is that the party leader 
in the House of Commons is normally the leader of the 
party as a whole. It is imaginable that the personnel 
of a party in that House might (with existing -eledloral 
methods) be so weakened that the real party leadership 
might be wielded by somebody outside Parliament; 
but this would be an unnatural and undesirable ftate 
of things. 

Nor can it be said (as it would have been said in the 
nineteenth century, and as Lord Oxford contended) 
that a party leader, once recognised, mu^l continue 
to be leader until he chooses to resign. The Con- 
servative party seems ftill to make this assumption. 
But the Labour party in the House of Commons, 
ever since its foundation, has followed the praftice 
of annually elefting its Leader as chairman ; and 
since 1924 the Liberal party has followed the same 
practice. 

The powers of a party leader are very great. Public 
ftatements made by him are held to commit the party, 
and to define its future adlion ; and the party is supposed 
to have a ‘ mandate ’ (if it gets a majority) to do any- 
thing which he has publicly advocated : thus Mr. 
Baldwin was held to be not only entitled, but bound in 
honour, to enfranchise all women at twenty-one, be- 
cause he had said he was in favour of this course, 
though he had never even consulted his party on the 
subjedl. Only the Conservative party takes this high 
view of the leader’s prerogatives. Both of the other 
parties have claimed for their democratic representative 
bodies the final authority in regard to statements of the 
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party’s policy, and this may be said to constitute a 
definite limitation of the leader’s autocracy. 

But these Statements of policy deal with general 
principles and aims, not with the questions which arise 
from day to day ; and these are in practice the more 
important, at any rate for the work of Parliament. When 
a party is in office the decision of these points naturally 
falls to the Cabinet. When it is out of office the 
leader habitually consults the leading members of his 
party, and sometimes holds a meeting of the whole 
Parliamentary party, in order to ensure common 
adlion. In the two older parties the group of men 
usually taken into intimate consultation consiSls of 
those who have previously held Cabinet office : modern 

? olitical slang describes them as the ‘ Shadow Cabinet.’ 

'his system has the drawback that the group of ex- 
Cabinet Ministers may not represent eff^efhially the 
moft vital elements in the party, especially when it has 
been long out of office. The Labour party in the 
House of Commons has the practice of elefting an 
executive committee, over which the leader presides. 
In opposition this body plays the part which the 
‘ Shadow Cabinet ’ plays in the other parties, but it is 
apt to be less amenable and less homogeneous ; and 
when the party is in office the existence of an Executive 
alongside of the Cabinet (which it may be tempted to try 
to control) creates a situation which might well prove to 
be difficult. 

There is always a possibility that friftion, or even 
open conflict, might arise between the leader and his 
more intimate advisers on the one hand, and the organ- 
ised party outside Parliament on the other. It is true 
that this has never happened in the pa^l ; but in the pa^l 
the party outside Parliament seldom had any effeftively 
organised mode of expression. The Conservative party 
guards againft this ganger by leaving to the leader 
absolute control over the ‘ party machine,’ that is, the 
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central party organisation and the party fund : he 
appoints, at his discretion, the head of this organisation. 
But if there is dissatisfadlion, it is always possible that 
there may be a revolt in the annual representative con- 
ference of the party ; and although this body appears 
to have no definite powers, any ftrong expression of 
feeling will be attended to, since it muft mean that the 
loyalty and energy of the party are impaired : thus even 
in the Conservative party, which is normally the moft 
docile, the opinion of the rank and file begins to count 
for something. 

The Liberal party, which was once as autocratically 
controlled as its hi^oric rival, worked out in the days of 
its weakness a system of democratic control. Not only 
did it eSablish the praftice that all declarations of 
principle and policy muft be confirmed by a repre- 
sentative conference of the party, it also set up an 
elaborate method of controlling the central party 
organisation, previously in the hands of the leader, 
the Chief Whip, and their nominees. The executive 
of its National Federation, together with representa- 
tives of the Parliamentary party and others, were 
conilituted into an Administrative Committee, which 
appointed, and received regular reports from the con- 
trollers of the party machine. This sySlem, however, 
worked badly ; and more recently (1932) the Federa- 
tion has itself asserted direft control over the whole 
organisation of the party. The justification for this 
is that the party in parliament no longer represents 
the party in the country. But as tne leaders in 
Parliament have no direft contaSt with the new 
controlling body, there are obviously possibilities of 
friction. 

These possibilities are Still greater in the case of the 
Labour party, which has worked out an extraordinarily 
elaborate and complicated syStem of organisation. In 
the firSt place, there is an Executive of the party as a 
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whole, which is quite diftin< 5 l from the Executive of 
the party in Parliament ; it is appointed partly by the 
annual party conference, and partly by the Trade 
Unions, which supply the bulk of the party funds ; it 
appears to have full control over these funds, and it 
dominates the local organisations partly in this way, 
and partly by the recently assumed power of approving 
all candidates. Hitherto the leader of the party has 
occupied the office of treasurer, which to some extent 
puts him into a position analogous to that of the Con- 
servative leader ; but this does not seem to be a fixed 
rule. The leader has to deal not only with this body, 
and with the parliamentary executive, but also with 
two other bodies outside of Parliament. The firft is 
the Trade Union Congress, which insifts upon a sort 
of concurrent jurisdiftion, and is able to do so because 
the Trade Unions supply moft of the party funds. The 
second is the Independent Labour Party, which, though 
it was until 1932 affiliated to the Labour Party, has 
always ftood to some extent aloof from it, and has 
recently asserted its complete independence. It is a 
propagandift body, dedicated to the forwarding of 
doftrinaire Socialism ; and as its membership has 
included many Labour members of Parliament, and its 
propaganda, which is independently condufted, is 
persiftent and enthusiaftic, its President (over whom 
neither the leader nor his Executive has any control) 
has often been a thorn in the flesh to them. 


V. Party Funds 

Thus in all the parties the opportunities of friftion 
and cleavage increase in proportion as the organisation 
becomes more elaborate. But in all the parties the real 
power will inevitably reft with those who control the 
money-bags. This brings us to the delicate and 
difficult subjeft of party funds ; a subjeft upon which 
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it is not easy to write, because it is veiled in my^ery by 
all parties. Nevertheless it mu^ be discussed, because 
the means by which political parties pay for the va^l 
expenses of propaganda and eleftioneenng, and thereby 
wield control over the engine of government, are of 
vital importance ; supreme power might imaginably be 
bought, through this channel, by organised interests, 
which might thus, in secrecy, obtain a dangerous 
dominion over the life of the nation. 

A clear diilinftion ought to be drawn between the 
funds raised by local party organisations and those 
raised for the use of the central party machines. In all 
the parties very large sums are raised locally, by annual 
subscriptions, fStes, bazaars and other money-raising 
devices ; and they are spent in maintaining a local office 
and an agent, and in carrying on educational work. 
This is a wholly legitimate and a socially valuable form 
of effort, and the more it is extended, the better it will 
be for the community. It is far more wholesome that 
those who share the same ideas should contribute 
voluntarily to forward them than that the whole coft of 
party organisation should be borne either by a rich 
candidate or by a secret central party fund. 

But there are comparatively few local party organisa- 
tions which are able to defray the whole co^l of their 
work. It is scarcely possible to run an efficient organ- 
isation in a huge modern constituency, and to carry 
on the continual work of education which is the highe^ 
function of a political party, for less than ;^ 6 oo a year ; 
indeed, on any high Standard, that sum is insufficient ; 
and, in addition, even under the restrictions as to 
expenditure which have been laid down by law, every 
election coSts, on the average, about ,^1000. The 
Conservative party, which includes moSt of the wealthy, 
finds the raising of money easier than either of the 
other parties ; the Labour party can do the work 
more thoroughly and at a lower coSt than its rivals, 
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because it has at its command, in the Trade Union 
officials, an immense ^laff of organisers who are in direft 
contadl with large sedHons of the eledforate, and who 
are paid for by the Trade Unions. But all parties 
find that local efforts have to be supplemented from a 
central party fund, upon which muft also fall the coil 
of big national advertising campaigns such as are now 
becoming fashionable. 

How are these central funds raised ? Who provides 
the money, and who controls the spending of it i 

The older political parties have been in the habit of 
truiling to very large subscriptions from very rich men. 
But these subscribers have been curiously modeil about 
allowing their good deeds to be known : when a man 
subscribes ,^10,000 to a hospital, he does not usually 
objedl to the publication of his benefadlion ; but when 
he subscribes £10,000 to a party fund he follows the 
scriptural injundlion, and does not let his left hand 
know what his right hand has done. Why is this ? 
In part it is because the party organisers do not wish it 
to be known how much money they have to spend. 
But there is another reason. While, no doubt, many 
subscribe for the sake of the party, there have been 
many also who have used this means of recommending 
themselves to those who have, or will some day have, 
the nomination to honours and titles. It is significant 
that the rapid growth of the size of the House of Lords 
(below, p. 249) has taken place mainly during the period 
when party organisation was becoming more elaborate 
and coolly, and when large party funds were becoming 
necessary; and that the swift increase in the number 
of baronetcies and knighthoods has taken place in the 
same period. In other words, the political parties 
have not been above raising money by the secret sale of 
honours, as James J filled his depleted exchequer by 
the open sale of baronetcies. 

No doubt the thing was decently and taflfully done. 
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The Prime Minister, before submitting a lift of names 
to the King, would satisfy himself that they were 
respeftable names ; and he would himself know nothing 
about any bargain that had taken place before the names 
were given to him — that was the Whips’ business. 
And, of course, many honours were given purely for 
merit, without any other consideration. But the traffic 
undoubtedly exifted. It had the effeft of reducing 
enormously the preftige of the House of Lords, which 
has sunk in dignity and power in proportion as it has 
increased in size. Some may think that this has not 
been wholly a misfortune. And there may even be 
some who will defend the syftem, arguing that money 
had to be found for political education, that it was beft 
that it should come from the pockets of the rich, that 
the multiplication of titles and other gew-gaws did no- 
body any harm, and that, in any case, these contributors, 
having got value for their money, were at leaft unable 
to diftate terms, or to control or influence the policy 
of the party. 

This syftem reached its climax under the Liberal- 
Conservative Coalition of 1917— 1922, which brought 
the war to an end. In those years huge fortunes were 
being very easily made. Their makers, avid of 
diftinftion, were ready to spend freely what they had 
easily won. Many of them, also, were inspired by a 
genuine enthusiasm for the Coalition Prime Minifter, 
Mr. Lloyd George, who was at the height of his fame 
and had become a national idol as the organiser of 
viftory. It seemed natural that, at the end of a colossal 
ftruggle, titles and diftinftions should be widely diftri- 
buted. The Whips (Liberal and Conservative) used 
their opportunities ; and an immense political fund 
was created. When the Coalition broke up, in 1922, 
this fund was divided between the Conservatives (who 
had supported the Coalition as a united party) and 
the Coalition Liberals. 
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Of the Conservative share of the fund nothing more 
has been heard ; it has been merged in the general 
funds of that party. But the Liberal share has been 
one of the moft fruitful subjedls of discussion ever 
since. It passed under the personal control of Mr. 
Lloyd George, who administered it throupjh trustees. 
When the two embittered wings of the Liberal party 
reunited in 1923 under the leadership of Mr. Asquith, 
the Coalition fund was not handed over. But sub- 
stantial blocks of it were transferred from time to 
time to the headquarters organisation of the party, 
which from 1925 was democratically controlled, and 
was required to give periodical accounts of the way in 
which the money was spent. It is a curious fa6t that the 
Liberal party, in these years, has been the only political 
party which has ever made its finances openly and 
publicly known. For that reason, it has been subjefted 
to endless criticism by its rivals, who were much 
more reticent about their own funds. It is difficult 
to understand why the Liberal party funds should have 
been the subjeft of so much public discussion, while the 
Conservative party funds — drawn, at any rate in part, 
from the same Coalition source — are never discussed 
at all. The reason commonly given is that most of 
the Liberal funds have been under the control of one 
man, Mr. Lloyd George, who could (as he aftually 
did in 1931) withhold funds when he differed from 
the policy or the party. But the Conservative funds 
have been under the control of one man, the Leader of 
the party ; and no public Slatements have been made as 
to the amount spent by the party headquarters, nor 
are these funds under any sort of popular control. 
The conclusion would seem to be that a political 
party is ill-advised to let the public know anything 
about its financial proceedings, but had better keep 
them dark. Yet tAis is a cynical and unsatisfaftory 
conclusion. 
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After the fall of the Coalition, an outcry was raised 
— none too soon — about the sale of honours ; and it was 
provided that henceforth the reasons for the conferment 
of an honour should always be given. There is very 
little safeguard in this : the phrase ‘ for political and 
public services,’ which has since come into use, may 
cover anything ; to subscribe a large sum for political 
education is undeniably a political and public service. 
If the ‘ sale of honours ’ — or rather (what is a some- 
what different thing) the acceptance of large subscrip- 
tions from men upon whom honours are conferred — 
is to be brought to an end, some more effedlual means 
muft be found. When the funds of a party are low, 
and when a loyal party man who is quite up to the 
normal standard for a peerage offers a large subscription, 
the temptation is a very ftrong one — especially as no- 
body need ever know ! The number of honours con- 
ferred was reduced somewhat in the years following 
1922; but in 1929 twenty-two peerages were con- 
ferred — nearly twice the annual average of the previous 
decade. It would be reassuring to learn from the 
leaders of the two parties which have held office 
since 1922 that no honour has been conferred upon 
any person who has subscribed more than (say) ,^1000 
to the party che^l. 

It is probable, however, that while contributions 
from this source may not be discontinued, a large pro- 
portion of the needful funds will be drawn from other 
sources. It is evident that the Conservative party 
suffered from no deficiency of money during the 
election of 1929. An appeal for funds was sent round 
by a group of business magnates ; and, judging by the 
results, it would appear to have brought in a good 
harvest. It may be assumed that the Conservative 
party will never lack funds, because it can draw upon 
what is called in America ‘ Big Business.’ Once 
identified mainly with the landowning class, that 
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party is now pre-eminently identified with ‘ Big 
Business,’ which ensures the sympathy of the leaders 
of the party by providing them with direftorships 
when they are out of office. The process of amal- 
gamation and ‘ rationalisation ’ which is going on apace 
in British induftry is tending to place an inordinate 
amount of power as well as vaft wealth in the hands of a 
few financial magnates. Mr. H. G. Wells, in his 
gigantic novel Clissold, made a hero of one of these 
magnates, and suggested that he and his kind may very 
well come to be the real rulers not of England only, but 
of the world. This may seem a nightmare idea to 
those who have a simple faith in democracy. But it is 
already on the way to fulfilment in America, where ‘ Big 
Business ’ has made the Republican party the inftru- 
ment through which it rules ; it finances that party on a 
lavish scale. If the same process is to take place in 
this country, it is through the Conservative party that 
‘ Big Business ’ will certainly work ; and it will do so 
by providing ample funds for the rigging of a sy^em 
of eledlion that eminently lends itself to this mode of 
treatment, and by making handsome provision for the 
leading members of the party. The process will be 
accelerated now that, as in America, the framing of tariffs 
has become one of the chief aftivities of politicians ; for 
every trade which thinks it might be benefited by a 
tariff on competitive imports will regard the expendi- 
ture of large sums of money upon the support of the 
party which is favourable to such methods as a very 
sound inveftment. To advocate a proteftionift policy is 
the sureft means by which a political party can make cer- 
tain of having at its disposal an overflowing party fund. 
The sale of honours will be almo^ unnecessary. But 
it may be doubted whether this alternative means of 
financing a party is/eally an improvement. Under the 
bad old syftem the consideration given in return for a 
large sum of money was a mere empty title, which 
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affefted nobody but the holder and his heirs : under the 
bad new system the consideration will be the adoption 
of specific legislative proposals, which will affeft the 
whole nation. 

We turn from the traditional methods of finance 
which have been used by the older political parties, 
and from the new methods which seem to be coming 
into use in the case of one of them, to the very different 
methods which have been adopted by the Labour party. 
The Labour party depends in part upon the- voluntary 
individual subscriptions of its members. It has gone 
farther than either of its rivals in insifting that every 
member of the party muft pay an annual subscription, 
a small part of which (twopence a head, recently raised 
to fourpence a head, per annum) has to be paid over by 
the local branch for central purposes. But this source 
of revenue is, and has always been, wholly inadequate 
to meet the needs of the party, or even to cover its local 
expenses. Equally with its rivals, the Labour party 
muft have a large central fund. Ever since it came into 
exiftence it has depended for this purpose mainly upon 
the Trade Unions. 

Before the Labour party was founded, some Trade 
Unions had provided funds to meet eleftion expenses 
and afford a maintenance allowance to a few Trade 
Union leaders, such as Thomas Burt and Henry Broad- 
hurft, in order that the Trade Union point of view 
might be effectively and direftly expressed in Parlia- 
ment — hl very juft and necessary aim. All these mem- 
bers, before 1 900, sat as Liberals ; but they were chosen 
and supported not on the ground of their political 
principles, but solely as representative Trade Unionifts. 
No Trade Union ever subscribed to the funds of the 
Liberal party as such ; to do so would have seemed an 
improper diversion to political ends of funds that were 
subscribed for induftrial and provident purposes. 
After the foundation of the Labour party in 1 900, some 
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Trade Unions began to make grants from their general 
funds to the Labour party. This led to a cause celihre^ 
when one Osborne, a railway servant, brought an aftion 
again^l the officials of his Union for using its funds for 
purposes for which they had not been subscribed, and 
with which many of the subscribers disagreed. The 
judges found against the Union (’1907), and it seemed 
as if the new-born Labour party would be crippled for 
lack of funds. In 1913 the Liberal Cabinet then in 
power introduced and carried an Aft which empowered 
any Trade Union to take a ballot of its members as to 
whether they wished to have a political fund or not ; 
and, if the ballot was favourable, to colleft with the 
usual weekly subscription an additional sum for this 
purpose, subjeft to the condition that anyone who 
objefted to pay need not do so. The Aft did not pro- 
vide that the member., should be asked whether they 
wished all the funds thus raised to be devoted to a 
single party; it left the officials of the Union, once 
the levy was authorised, to spend it on what political 
objefts they thought fit. Nor did the Aft provide 
that any second ballot should be taken. 

It was under this Aft that the Labour party was 
provided with the funds whereby it has been enabled to 
build up its ftrength ; and under the working of this 
Aft nearly all the Trade Unions have identified them- 
selves exclusively with one political party, although 
many of their members, as individuals, belong to other 
parties. In doing so, they have also identified them- 
selves with a political creed — that of Socialism; and 
it is thought by some that they have thus weakened 
themselves for their induftrial work by inviting the 
p>olitical opposition of the other parties ; whereas, by 
following another policy, they might have permeated 
all parties with sympathy for the Trade Union point of 
view. It was found (or thought) that the right of 
‘ contrafting out ’ from the political levy did not pro- 
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vide sufficient proteftion for those who did not wish to 
subscribe ; and therefore, in the Trade Union A6l of 
1927, it was provided that every member mu^l definitely 
express a wish, in writing, to pay the levy before it 
could legally be colledled from him. But this made 
little difference. All the money that was collefted was 
ftill devoted to the purposes of a single political party ; 
and those Trade Unionifts who did not share the 
views of this party were ftill under the obligation either 
of subscribing to forward lews in which they did not 
believe, or of failing to play their full part in the life of 
their Unions, and thereby finding themselves (in many 
cases) excluded from the influence which they might 
otherwise have exercised. 

The political funds at the disposal of the Trade 
Unions are spent in two ways. In the fir^ place, they 
are used to pay the eledlion expenses of particular candi- 
dates, always members — indeed nearly always officials 
—of the Union concerned. These candidates, of 
course, have a divided loyalty : to their party and their 
constituency on the one hand, to their Union on the 
other ; and in case of a clash, there is not much doubt 
which way their weight will go. So large a proportion 
of the Labour members are financed by particular 
Unions that, in faft, they exercise a controlling voice : 
the Labour party is a Trade Union party, bound to aft 
at the behefts of a single economic intereft in the State. 
A Striking illustration of this was provided during the 
coal trouble, and the General Strike which sprang from 
it, in 1926. Some of the principal leaders of the party 
notoriously believed that the miners and the Trades 
Union Congress were following a mistaken course, 
which was dangerous not only to themselves, but also 
to the nation ; and they subsequently admitted this. 
But they dared not say so at the time, because so 
large a proportion of their followers in Parliament 
consisted of Trade Union officials supported by 
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Trade Union funds, over forty of them being 
miners. 

Besides paying the election expenses of a large 
number of candidates, the Trade Unions also supply 
the major part — almoft the whole — of the central party 
fund. Accordingly they are represented upon the 
Executive Committee of the party — its controlling 
body — by thirteen out of twenty-four members. In 
other words, a group of Trade Union officials definitely 
control the policy and finance of the party. Thus the 
Labour party is dominated by a single organised 
economic intere^. 

It is one of the moft formidable political fafts in 
our national life that of the two mo^ powerful parties 
in the State, one is tending more and more to pass under 
the indirect but real and effe^five control of the organised 
economic interest of ‘ Big Business ’ ; while the other is 
not merely tending to pass, but has definitely and 
formally passed, under the control of the organised 
economic intereft of the Trade Unions. Both of these 
intere^s are vital and essential elements in the life of 
the community ; but neither can safely be permitted to 
wield political domination in addition to the formid- 
able economic power it already wields over the life 
of the community. Both of them may be, and doubt- 
less are, inspired by patriotic aims ; but neither can 
possibly escape from its seftional point of view. Their 
political power is a new and a growing thing. Is it a 
healthy thing ? Both of them have built it up by 
taking advantage of the increasing elaboration of party 
organisation and the increasing co^l of maintaining it. 


VI. Can the Abuses 0/ Party be Rectified? 

As we have already suggested, the sharper definition 
of party doftrines may be a |[ood thing, inasmuch as it 
gives to the eleftor a clearer idea of what he is asked to 
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vote for or again^. But it carries the corollary that the 
eleftor, if he is to have any real freedom of choice, 
mu^l have more than two of these sharply defined parties 
to choose from. If he is to be limited to a choice 
between two cut-and-dried bodies of doftrine, both of 
which may seem to him to be vicious and unsound, it 
will be as if he were asked to decide whether he pre- 
fers to be hanged or drowned: he may reasonably 
claim to have a greater latitude of choice as to his future 
destiny. 

As for the more elaborate organisation of parties, 
that is an inevitable result of the wider franchise. It is 
the only way in which the moil vital function of a 
party — that of political education — can be efficiently 
performed. There is a danger that the local organ- 
isations of a party may be too rigidly controlled by its 
central organisation ; but this danger has not yet 
become very great, except perhaps in the Labour party, 
which claims to control the choice of candidates. To 
guard against possible abuses, the Americans have tried 
to define by law the working of the ‘ primary,’ i.e. the 
assembly for the seleftion of a candidate. The idea 
which inspires these provisions is that, if (as is in 
praftice the case) the eledlor is to be limited to a choice 
between two or three candidates, he ought to have 
some voice in deciding who these candidates shall be. 
A provision of this sort would be useful in qualifying 
the domination of party wire-pullers, both central and 
local ; but it is not likely to be adopted in this 
country. 

The only aspeft of party organisation in which some 
form of legal intervention might conceivably be effec- 
tive is party finance. It has been suggested that there 
might be compulsory publication of party accounts, 
including a li^ of all subscriptions of more than a 
defined amount, whether paid by an individual or by a 
corporate body, such as a Trade Union or a brewery 
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company. There is a great deal to be said for this 
proposal, ju^l as there is a great deal to be said for a 
fuller publicity of the accounts of trading companies. 
No doubt methods of eluding the law would be dis- 
covered, as in the case of company accounts ; but a 
good deal would be gained. It is commonly objedled 
that this would involve a legal recognition of parties, 
which has hitherto always been avoided : our eleftion 
law, for example, deals only with the candidate and his 
agent, and pretends to be unaware of the very existence 
of the party behind them both. But there ought to be 
some limit to the ignorance about the realities of life in 
which our legal system pretends to exift. The law 
pretends that there is no such person as the Prime 
Miniver. It knows nothing of the Cabinet. It has 
never heard of bureaucracy. It pretends that Parlia- 
ment is really responsible for legislation and taxation. 
It is unaware of the existence of political parties. If 
we are to maintain this astounding refusal to recognise 
real fafts, we debar ourselves from taking the moSt 
direct means of remedying evils. 

It may be thought that a more effeftive way of 
dealing with the dangers of the existing methods would 
be to pursue Still further the method of prohibiting or 
limiting certain forms of outlay in eledtioneering, and 
thus reducing the need for, and the value of, large 
party funds. The law now limits, to so many pence 
per head of the eledtorate, the amount that may be spent 
upon an eledtion by the candidate or his agent. The 
limit is, in fadt, constantly exceeded ; because there is 
no way of preventing outlay, and the only way of 
punishing it is to lay a petition againSt the successful 
candidate. Even if the petition is successful (and 
offences of this kind are difficult to prove), the party 
in whose intere^ it is brought always suffers ; and, in 
any case, the unsuccessful candidate gets off scot free, 
however brazenly he has exceeded the limit. The 
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returns of expenses are frequently falsified, and there 
is no way of checking them, other than a trial and 
inquiry after the election is over. Something might be 
done if the law required that all returns should be 
verified, at the expense of the candidate, by a chartered 
accountant ; and if a fine equal to the amount of the 
excess were imposed upon all candidates. But these 
fines would be paid out of party funds; and the 
riche^ parties would cheerfully incur them. Again, 
something might be done by definitely prohibiting 
certain forms of expenditure, such as pofter advertise- 
ments, or the diftribution of what is called ‘ litera- 
ture ’ beyond a certain amount. But it would be 
exceedingly difficult to check such expenditure, which 
is, in any case, a useful form of political education. 
And if it is difficult to check expenditure during an 
eleftion, it is ^ill more difficult to discover any means 
of checking it before the election begins. 

There is, in short, no effeftive means of preventing 
parties which control large funds from spending them 
upon an attempt to persuade the electorate. The only 
safeguard is the good sense of the eleftors themselves. 
But the electors can only show good sense if the methods 
of election are such as to give them a real freedom of 
choice, a real chance of expressing their views. If 
they are in praCtice limited to a choice between two 
parties both of which may seem to them to represent 
interests which are dangerous, or ideas that are unsound, 
no safeguard of any sort can exift, and democracy will 
become an extraordinarily perilous form of govern- 
ment. The one effective remedy againft the danger of 
over-elaborated party organisation is to be found in a 
sound electoral sy^em : to this question we shall return 
in the next chapter. 
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VII. The Breakdown of the ‘ Two-party ' SySlem 

Having examined the charafter and organisation of 
modern political parties, and noted their rapidly in- 
creasing rigidity of doftrine and discipline, and the ease 
with which (through their secret party funds) they can 
be brought under the control of powerful special 
intere^s ; and having, further, observed how pro- 
foundly they have changed since Bagehot sang the 
praises of party government ? we are now in a position 
to examine afresh the doftrine — long accepted as a sort 
of axiom — that the British system of government can 
only work well when there are not more than two 
principal parties ; minor parties being only tolerable 
when they enli^l themselves under the banner of one 
or other of the major parties. 

The arguments in favour of this doftrine are of 
varying merit. One of them, very frequently used, is 
that there are only two lobbies in the House of Com- 
mons, which is a pifturesque way of saying that you 
mu^l always vote for or again^i: the Government ; but 
it does not follow that you muft always vote in the 
same way. In every Parliament in the world the 
members have to vote either for or against every 
proposal, or abstain ; this does not prevent them from 
grouping themselves in a number of parties. 

Another argument, on the same level of triviality, 
is the statement that the House of Commons, with its 
opposing rows of benches, was built for a two-party 
system. In a sense this is true : it was designed in 
1 834, when there were only two parties ; but the design 
followed the model of the old House, which was that 
of a chapel, with rows of ftalls at each side.^ Very few 
other Parliament-houses have followed this incon- 
venient model. It is also true that the streets of the 
# 

^ And the members, on entering or leaving the House, ftill bow to 
the imaginary altar behind the Speaker’s chair. 
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City of London were designed for slow horse-traffic ; 
but nobody proposes for that reason to exclude motor- 
traffic. If the City authorities tried to exclude motor- 
traffic, business would desert the City. And if the 
House of Commons cannot accommodate itself to 
changing conditions, power will leave the House of 
Commons — as it is already doing. 

Again, it is often assumed that the only alternative 
to a two-party system is a syftem of numerous groups, 
such as is found in mo^l of the Continental countries ; 
and it is taken for granted, without argument, that it 
is a bad thing that a number of separately organised 
groups should exi^l. But why should this be so ? 
Given that the eledloral syftem works well, this should 
mean that the national mind will be more accurately 
reflefted ; for it is obvious that there are always more 
than two schools of thought in the nation. Are we to 
assume that it is undesirable that the mind of the 
nation should be accurately reflected, or, in other 
words, that the representative sy^em should repre- 
sent ? It may be contended that in such circumftances 
government mu^t be inefficient, or, in other words, 
that representative government will only work when it 
is not really representative. But are we justified in 
assuming that government is actually inefficient in all 
the countries where there are more than two parties ? 
Are Sweden and Denmark really worse governed than 
Britain } Has France grappled less successfully than 
we have done with her po^-war problems } Would 
Germany — a land in which parliamentary government 
only began in 1919 — have made a better business of 
her terrible po^-war difficulties if she had had two 
in^ead of a dozen parties ? In aftual faft, the mere 
existence of these numerous parties has forced her to 
form coalitions, to seek reasonable compromises, and to 
aim at achieving the greatest common measure of 
agreement among her people. For this reason, in 
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spite of changes of Government, there has been a real 
continuity in her policy. Would she have done better, 
or as well, if the reins of government had passed by 
violent oscillations from one side to the other in a two- 
party system, each side fiercely denouncing its oppo- 
nents whenever it passed into opposition ? It is true 
that there are countries in Europe in which representa- 
tive government has been a failure, and in which there 
are numerous parties : they have alternated between 
corrupt chaos and corrupt despotism. But these are 
moftly backward and largely illiterate countries, not 
ripe for democracy, whether under two or many 
parties. Again^ them muft be set the cases in which 
representative government has achieved marked success 
in very difficult circumstances, not merely in spite of 
the existence of numerous parties, but perhaps even 
because of that fadt ; since it enabled every solid body 
of opinion in the nation to feel that it was represented, 
and made reasonable compromises and adjustments of 
view both possible and necessary. 

Moreover, it is not true that a multitude of groups 
is the only alternative to a two-party syStem. In 
nearly all the English-speaking countries — even in the 
United States — there is a significant and constantly 
recurrent trend towards a three-party syStem ; it is 
commonly checked by the working of the eledtoral 
system, but it continually revives. At the same time, 
in those European countries which have been moSt 
successful in working parliamentary institutions there 
is a marked tendency for the various parties to coalesce 
into three groups. They are commonly described as 
Right, Centre, and Left ; but they correspond more 
or less to the British Conservative, Liberal, and 
Labour. And this would seem to be the natural 
grouping under modern conditions. In almoSt all 
countries those who take a serious intereSl in politics 
may be divided into three types : firSl, those who do 
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not desire any great changes in the social order ; 
secondly, those who desire great changes, but only in a 
Sociali^ or Colleftivift direftion ; and thirdly, those 
who desire great changes, but not in a Sociali^ direc- 
tion — rather in the direction of creating the conditions 
within which individual enterprise can operate with 
moft advantage to itself, and with lea^t re^riftion of 
the liberty of others. 

Finally, we are often told (in one of those sounding 
but unanalysed phrases that are the wor^l ubftacles to 
clear thinking) that the genius of the British political 
sy^lem is hoftile to the exigence of more than two 
parties, and that this has been shown by the rapid 
extinction of every third party that has come into 
being. Yet the genius of the British political syftem 
did not prevent the continuance of the Irish Nationalift 
party, nor did it forbid the rise of the Labour party. 
So far as the ftatement has any substance at all, it is 
merely this — that our methods of eleftion are undeni- 
ably very unjuft to small parties, as we shall see when 
we come to examine them in the next chapter ; but this 
is not by any means their only defeft. Sometimes 
the sounding phrase is interpreted as meaning that the 
Cabinet syftem will not work when there are more than 
two parties. But it works in other countries. It is not 
Cabinet government, but Cabinet dictatorship, which 
depends for its exiftence upon the continuance or 
revival of the two-party syftem ; and we have already 
seen reason to believe that Cabinet dictatorship falls 
short of the ideal of good government. 

Indeed, our analysis of the realities of our syftem of 
government would seem to lead us, not to the con- 
clusion that the two-party syftem has been the secret 
of its virtue, but rather that it has been the cause of its 
graveft defeCls. It worked well enough in the days 
when parties were not elaborately organised, and were 
not marked off by clearly defined doftrines, so that 
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men of many different schools of thought could find a 
home in each of them, and ^lill retain their freedom of 
aftion in Parliament. It began to work badly when 
the parties began to be elaborately organised and 
itriftly disciplined, and when they began to impose 
upon their adherents fixed and rigid doftrines. Since 
then, and because of that change, the two-party system 
has di^orted the working of our syftem of govern- 
ment, and it has distorted also the expression of the 
nation’s mind in eleftions. 

It has distorted the working of our system of 
government by dividing Parliament into two serried 
and disciplined armies, a majority whose primary aim 
is to keep a party Government in office, and a minority 
whose primary aim is to discredit it in order to replace 
it. This gives unreality to the proceedings of Parlia- 
ment, and has gravely weakened its preftige in the eyes 
of the nation. Because the Opposition will seize every 
possible opportunity of discrediting the Government, 
the Government party mu^l swallow its scruples, and 
support the Government in all it does, abdicating the 
duty of frank and candid criticism except when it is 
not likely to have any serious result. This is the 
foundation of Cabinet dictatorship ; and behind the 
cloak of Cabinet dictatorship bureaucracy, as we have 
seen, grows daily more powerful. 

The distortion of the nation’s verdiCt at a general 
election when the two-party syStem is in full being 
presents an even greater danger, and a danger all the 
greater because it would be concealed ; since, if every 
elector were compelled to choose between two parties, 
there would be no means of telling how many of them 
were dissatisfied with both. 

The seriousness of this danger is beSt illustrated by 
the election of 1929, precisely because the two-party 
system was not then working, three parties being in the 
field in every part of the country. In this election the 
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Conservatives obtained 8,664,000 votes ; the Labour 
party 8,379,000 votes ; and the Liberal party 5,301,000 
votes. From these figures two broad fadls emerge 
very clearly. The firft is that a large majority of the 
eleftors wanted to get rid of the outgoing Conserva- 
tive Government, which obtained only 38 per cent, of 
the total votes ca^ : indeed, it is common knowledge 
that the defeat of the Conservatives would have been 
even more severe if thousands of their alienated followers 
had not given them their votes through fear of Social- 
ism. The second faft is that a rather larger majority 
of the eleftors were definitely opposed to Socialism, 
for the Labour party obtained only 37 per cent, of the 
total ; and it is certain that the Labour poll was 
substantially swollen by the widespread belief that the 
Labour party was the only practicable alternative to a 
continuance of Conservative Government. Those who 
were opposed to both of the larger parties, and therefore 
voted Liberal, formed more than 23 per cent, of the 
total, in spite of the widespread belief that the Liberals 
had no chance of forming a Government. 

Now if there had been a Straightforward two-party 
contest between the Conservatives and the Socialists, 
what would the result have been ? Nobody can 
possibly say. But whatever it might have been, it 
would have falsified the real verdiCt of the nation. 
There muSt have been either a Conservative or a Labour 
majority. If there had been a Conservative majority, 
it would have been interpreted as a vote of confidence 
in the Conservative Ministry, which would have been 
the opposite of the nation’s real opinion. If there had 
been a Labour majority, it would have been taken as a 
proof that the nation had been converted to Socialism, 
which would have been completely untrue. A two- 
party system would therefore have led, whatever the 
result of the eleCtion, to a misrepresentation of the 
nation’s judgment. It was only the effective inter- 
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position of a third party which enabled the nation not 
only to give a clear verdift, but to do what, by a large 
majority, it wanted to do — namely, (i) to get rid of 
the Conservative Miniftry, and (2) to replace it with a 
Miniftry which would be debarred from carrying out 
Socialist measures. The two-party syftem would have 
compelled the nation to submit to one or other of two 
things to which, by a large majority, it was definitely 
opposed. The three-party system saved it from this 
monftrous diftortion of ‘ representative ’ government. 



PART II 

THE CONTROL ON BEHALF OF THE PEOPLE 


CHAPTER V 

THE HOUSE OF COMMONS : ITS ELECTION 

I. Preliminary 

In the foregoing chapters we have endeavoured to 
analyse, in a realistic way, the forces that control our 
government, not allowing ourselves to be content 
with hallowed phrases and theories, but driving to 
look below the surface and to see realities. We 
have found that there are three main controlling 
forces in our syftem, all of which are entirely un- 
recognised by the law of the Conftitution. The 
fir^ is a very able and omnipresent bureaucracy, 
which wields (under the cloak or mini^lerial responsi- 
bility) an immense amount of largely uncontrolled 
power ; it has become the effeftive working machine 
of government, and plays the major part in shaping 
our administration, our laws, and our finances. The 
second is an all-but-omnipotent Cabinet, which has 
assumed the supremacy in every sphere of govern- 
ment, administrative, legislative and financial, but is 
quite unable to fulfil efficiently the gigantic responsi- 
bilities it has assumed ; it is very jealous of its power, 
and normally has at its command the means of 
reducing to ineffe£tiveness, by the use of its parlia- 
mentary majority, any attempt to control its aftion. 
The third is a series of highly organised parties, 
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eternally engaged in a fierce ftruggle to create or to 
maintain a majority whereby the dictatorship of a 
party Cabinet may be upheld ; the administrative 
machines of these parties control large secret party 
funds, through which it is possible for organised 
economic interests to wield a dangerous degree of 
power over the life of the nation. 

All these elements in our syStem are, in their 
place, valuable and wholesome. But they all need 
to be exposed to an incessant Stream of inStruCted 
criticism, and to be brought under control on behalf 
of the nation. The second part of our task, there- 
fore, is to examine how ‘ the control on behalf of 
the nation ’ is exercised, and whether it can be made 
more effective without diminishing the vigour and 
efficiency of government. 

The machinery provided by the Constitution for 
criticising and controlling the Government is Parlia- 
ment. It is the central doCtrine of this book that 
Parliament is not, and ought not to be, a governing 
body ; it has not, and it ought not to have, the 
primary responsibility for carrying on administration, 
or proposing laws, or defining what money should be 
spent and how it should be raised. That work 
belongs to the Government — to the bureaucracy, to 
the Cabinet, and to the party from which the Cabinet 
is drawn. The business of Parliament is criticism, 
and ‘ control on behalf of the nation.’ It ought to 
examine the work of administration and see that it 
is economically and efficiently done. It ought to 
discuss carefully and amend every new law or ordin- 
ance proposed by the Government. It ought to 
satisfy itself that the expenditure proposed by the 
Government is reasonable, that there is no waSte, 
and that the taxes suggeSled by the Government to 
cover this expenditure are well-devised, and as little 
burdensome to the people as may be. These are 
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vitally important funftions, but they are funftions, 
not of government, but of criticism and control. 

Since these are the proper funftions of Parliament, 
its constitution and procedure ought to be so organ- 
ised as to secure that these funftions are well per- 
formed. We have seen that they are not well per- 
formed to-day. They are not likely to be well 
performed so long as the idea prevails that the chief 
duty of Parliament is simply to maintain a Govern- 
ment in power, and so long as it is held that this 
implies the existence of a majority pledged to support 
the Government through thick and thin. That is 
the prevalent view both among politicians and among 
the writers of text-books on the Constitution. 

Of the two Houses of Parliament, the House of 
Commons, as the representative House, is, of course, 
immeasurably the more important. The House of 
Lords, shorn of its old powers by the Parliament 
A6t of 1 9 1 1 , preserves no more than a shadow of its 
former greatness ; there are even some who think 
that it now performs no useful funftion, that it 
cannot serve the purposes of a Second Chamber, and 
that it should either be swept away, or be allowed to 
survive merely as a harmless and picturesque relic 
of antiquity. Clearly it is the conClitution and work- 
ing of the House of Commons that we muft firCl 
survey. 

II. The Exiting Method of Ele£lion and its Defells 

The House of Commons exists to represent the 
mind and will of the nation as a whole, not of any 
section in it. The fir^t essential of a representative 
body is that it should be truly representative. This 
may seem a truism ; yet, as soon as its implications 
are Ctated, it arouses fierce dissent in many who 
profess to be, and think themselves, democrats. 
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What are these implications ? (i) The represen- 

tatives of the nation ought to include spokesmen of 
all substantial bodies of political opinion, as nearly 
as possible in proportion to their numbers. (2) In 
voting for these representatives, the electors should 
be encouraged and enabled to vote honeSlly /or what 
they believe in, and not merely againU what they 
dislike or fear, otherwise their real opinions will be 
distorted or misrepresented. (3) The electors should 
also be in a position to make a choice, among those 
who claim their votes, not merely on the ground of 
their opinions, but also on the ground of their char- 
acter and ability : it ought to be impossible for an 
elector to be placed in the dilemma in which he now 
sometimes finds himself, of having to vote either 
for an incompetent fool or for a dishoneSt careerist, 
with no wider choice. (4) No single element in the 
electorate ought to have a preponderant voice, out 
of proportion to its numbers ; in particular, it ought 
not to be possible for a wavering margin of indifferent 
and unthinking electors, under the influence of Stunts, 
slanders, or impossible promises, to render of no 
avail the votes of much larger numbers of citizens 
who take their civic responsibilities seriously. These 
seem to be not unfair criteria of a sound syStem for 
the election of representatives who are to control the 
Government of the country. Yet there are many 
political thinkers who have persuaded themselves 
that any serious attempt to satisfy these criteria muft 
make government irnpossible. 

Let us, at all events, examine the working of our 
existing electoral syftem with these criteria in mind. 
We shall find that it does not satisfy them, that it 
does not satisfy 'any one of them. We can then 
consider whether there are any means by which they 
could be satisfied ; and if we can find any such 
means, we can ask ourselves whether they would 



157 House oj Commons : 'Election 

have the effedl of making government impossible. 
If so, we shall have to abandon as a Utopian dream 
the idea that a representative system can be made truly 
representative ; but that will be a pessimi^ic and a 
cynical conclusion, a condemnation of democracy. 

For the purpose of eledling the House of Com- 
mons, the country is divided into 595 conftituencies, 
of which eighteen return two members each, and 
one (the Scottish Universities) returns three members ; 
the total number of members is thus 615. But since 
576 con^ituencies eledf only one member apiece, 
our system may broadly be described as one of 
‘ single-member con^ituencies.’ Every man and 
woman over the age of twenty-one is entitled to a 
vote. Persons who are regiftered as the occupiers 
of business premises, together with their wives, are 
entitled in certain cases to ca^ a second vote ; and 
graduates of Universities have an additional vote 
for one or other of the twelve University seats. 
There is a demand that these extra votes, which give 
increased weight to the well-to-do and educated 
minority, should be abolished, on the principle that 
in a democracy everybody should count for one, and 
nobody for more than one. The con^ituencies are 
so arranged as to be approximately equal in size, 
though there are considerable variations. Apart 
from the Universities (where the number of voters 
is much smaller) the average number of members in 
a constituency approximates to 50,000. 

The sySlem of ‘ single-member ’ constituencies 
and (approximately) equal electoral diStridts is a very 
modern innovation, dating only from 1884. Until 
that date, with only slight modifications, members 
were always eledted for counties and boroughs as a 
whole — that is, for organised communities with a 
charadter and tradition of their own : the name of 
the House of Commons (which means the House of 
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Communes or communities) is a reflexion of this. 
But in a large proportion of cases the modern divisions 
disregard this : the divisions into which big towns 
and populous counties are broken up have no char- 
acter or separate life of their own, and no local 
patriotism ; they are purely artificial, exifling solely 
for the purpose of the election, and not corresponding 
(except by accident) with the units of local adminiftra- 
tion. There are now no members for Bradford or 
Portsmouth, only for Eaft Bradford, or for Central 
Portsmouth. There is loss in this divorce of civic 
or county sentiment from our choice of members of 
Parliament, but it is an inevitable consequence of the 
system of ‘ single-member constituencies.’ 

In each constituency any number of candidates 
may present themselves. They need not belong to 
the constituency ; few candidates do. The only 
requirement is that they should obtain the signatures 
of a few registered eleCtors upon a nomination form 
supplied by the returning officer. But any candidate 
who fails to obtain one-eighth of the votes aCtually 
polled is fined The candidate who obtains 

the largest number of votes is declared eledted, 
whether he has obtained a majority or not. Thus, 
if we suppose four candidates to conteSt a seat, one 
of them getting 15,000 votes, a second 14,999, ^ 
third 14,500, and a fourth 5501, the firSt candidate 
would be declared eledted by a majority of i, and 
would ‘ represent ’ the opinions of all the voters, 
including the 35,000 who voted againSt him ; the 
fourth candidate would be fined ;^I50 for having 
presumed to give 5500 eleftors an opportunity of 
expressing their real opinions. The purpose of this 
sySlem of fines (or ‘ forfeited deposits ’) is to dis- 
courage frivolous candidatures. Its effeft: is to 
reifrift the right of nominating candidates to the 
elaborately organised political parties. 
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The seleftion of candidates is made by the local 
organisations of the various parties — often very small 
bodies brought into existence solely for the purpose 
of the election ; so that the ordinary eledlor knows 
little or nothing about the process of seleftion. As 
the expenses of an election are great, these selecting 
committees will often give the preference to a man 
who is prepared to defray these expenses himself, 
even if he is incompetent; or to a Trade Union 
official whose expenses will be defrayed by his Trade 
Union because it wants to have one of its officials, 
for its own purposes, in the House of Commons ; or 
to a man who is recommended by the party head- 
quarters, if it is willing to pay the co^ts. 

In some cases only one candidate will be nomin- 
ated, because the party for which he speaks is over- 
whelmingly strong in the conftituency. These are 
the ‘ safe seats ’ ; and if they are not wanted for 
leaders of the party, they often go to men who have 
subscribed large sums to the party’s secret fund, 
but who may not know enough about politics to be 
able to ^and a fight. In these cases the work of 
political education, which is the moft valuable function 
of all political parties, is often abandoned through 
sheer hopelessness by the minority parties, because 
they cannot hope to convert sufficient voters to win, 
and it does not seem worth while to convert a hand- 
ful. All the eledlors in such a constituency who are 
not blind adherents of the majority party are in 
effedt disfranchised. They might as well have no 
votes, since they cannot use them, and therefore 
cannot exercise any influence upon the course of 
events. 

In moSt constituencies there are two or three 
candidates. Where there are three, the eledtor will 
have a real freedom of choice ; but even so, the 
candidate whose views moSt nearly correspond with 
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his own may not, in his judgment, be a desirable 
person to send to Parliament, or may hold some 
opinions from which he Wrongly dissents. Where 
there are only two candidates, there will always be a 
large number of eleftors who do not agree with 
either : one of them, for example, may be a fervid 
Proteftioni^l, the other an ardent Sociali^, and a 
particular eleftor may believe strongly that both 
Proteftion and Socialism would be ruinous to the 
country. He is entitled to his opinion ; not only 
that, he is entitled, as a citizen in a democracy, to 
express his opinion. Yet, however he votes, his 
opinion will be misrepresented, and his support will 
be credited to a cause of which he Wrongly dis- 
approves. What is he to do ? He mu^l either 
disfranchise himself, or vote merely for the candidate 
who seems to him leaft objeftionable. Mo^t often 
he takes the latter course { but the result is that it is 
never possible to tell, in any particular case, whether 
the majority which a candidate obtains is a real 
majority or not, and this is also true of the voting 
throughout the country as a whole. The ingenious 
sugge^ion has been made that every ballot-paper 
should contain a space for the elector to indicate 
that he was not satisfied with any of the candidates — 
in other words, there should be a sort of ‘ Colonel 
Bogey ’ candidate in every eledfion. It would be 
amusing to see how many votes he got. But he 
would not get all that he ought to get; because the 
elector, deprived of the power of expressing his real 
opinion, would ftill want to use his vote to help to 
keep out the candidate he thought moft objeftion- 
able. This negative kind of voting — not jor what 
the eledlor believes in, but merely againSl what he 
dislikes or fears — is exceedingly prevalent ; and the 
more prevalent it is, the more it deprives eleftion 
results of their significance. It is also very danger- 
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ous. Democracy will never work well until the 
eleftor expresses his hone^l opinion with his vote. 

Misleading voting is further increased by the fad 
that, since all votes that are not given to a winner 
simply do not count at all, and exercise no influence 
whatsoever upon the composition of Parliament or 
the course or events, thousands of eleftors, being 
unwilling to wa^le their votes, caft them not upon 
principle at all, but upon a calculation of chances. 
All parties Strive to capture this gambling element 
in the eleftorate by loud assertions that they are 
winning. Could anything be more dangerous ? 
Again, when there are three or more candidates, 
thousands of eleftors do not vote for the man in 
whom they believe, if they think he is not going to 
get in, but vote for somebody else in the hope of 
keeping a third candidate out. In doing so, they 
sometimes defeat their own ends. In one recent 
inftance some hundreds of voters, being supporters 
of candidate A, came to the conclusion that he was 
not likely to get in, and — anxious to prevent the 
success of candidate B — transferred their votes to 
candidate C, The result was that candidate C was 
at the bottom of the poll, while candidate B, whom 
they wanted to defeat, won the seat by a few score 
of votes over candidate A : he owed his viftory to 
the transference of votes from A to C. What can 
be said for a method of voting which leads to such 
results ? It is the very negation of honefty and 
principle in the exercise of the franchise. Nobody 
can ever be sure that any individual eleftion repre- 
sents with any approach to accuracy the real mind of 
the eleftors. 

What is ftill more serious is that this method of 
eleflion throws controlling power into the hands of 
the lea^l solid, the leaft inftrufted, and the moft 
wavering part of the electorate — into the hands of 

M 
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those who can be driven this way or that by sudden 
panics, or eledlioneering ‘ blunts,’ or campaigns of 
creeping slander, or wild and reckless promises. In 
almost any con^ituency a swing of perhaps 5 per 
cent, of the eledlorate — often consifting of people 
who have never taken any serious intereft in politics, 
and have perhaps not even attended the meetings of 
the rival candidates — will give viftory to one side or 
another ; and solid bodies of reasonable opinion that 
cannot be ^ampeded in this way count for nothing, 
and are excluded from exercising any influence by 
their votes upon the course of national policy. 

Finally, under this system of election the verdifts 
of the nation in general eleftions are often distorted 
in the mo^f amazing way. When three parties are 
in the field, it is mathematically possible that one 
party might obtain the large^l aggregate of votes 
and yet not win a single seat in the House of Com- 
mons : this would happen if its candidates ran second 
in mo^l of the conftituencies, while the candidates of 
its rivals sometimes won by small majorities and 
sometimes lo^l by big majorities. It can very easily 
happen that a party which is in a minority in the 
country may obtain a large majority in the House of 
Commons ; it has often happened — twice since the 
war. Hence every election becomes a gamble ; and 
this gambling element brings an extremely unhealthy 
influence into the policy of Governments and the 
political life of the nation. 

The extraordinary nature of the results produced 
by the existing eleftoral syftem is brought out by 
an analysis of the results of the eleftions since the 
war — the firft eleftions under a democratic franchise. 
We cannot, of 'course, trace the distortions which 
were due to the caSling of votes under the sort of 
influences already described. But even on the 
assumption that all votes were honeSlly caSl, and 
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that every voter had a real chance of expressing his 
true opinion by his vote, the results formed, in 
every case but one, an incredible di^ortion of the 
fa£ls. 

In 1918, the Coalition which had ju^l carried the 
country through the war appealed for support. It 
obtained what was universally regarded as a smash- 
ing viftory, winning 472 seats in the House of Com- 
mons again^ 130 won by the anti-coalition parties — 
a majority of nearly 4 to i. Yet the coalition parties 
had only obtained 52 per cent, of the votes ca^, 
againil 48 per cent, given to their opponents ; and 
if the number of seats had been ftriftly in proportion 
to the number of votes, the Government would have 
had a majority, not of 342, but of 30. Obviously 
this result was a gross distortion of the nation’s mind. 
It may be said that it Strengthened the hands of the 
Government, and, no doubt, this is true : it gave to 
the Government an unqualified diftatorship. On 
the other hand, if the situation in the House of 
Commons had more nearly corresponded to the State 
of opinion in the country, the transition from war- 
time dictatorship to peace-time discussion would 
have been eased, and some serious errors of policy 
(notably in Ireland) would have been avoided. 

Three elections, at very short intervals, followed 
the collapse of the Coalition in 1922 ; those of 1922, 
1923 and 1924. In the firSt (1922) the Con- 
servatives obtained 347 seats in Parliament, and a 
clear majority of 79 over all others. Yet they polled 
only 38 per cent, of the votes caSt, while the Liberals 
polled 28*5 per cent, and the Labour party 29*5 per 
cent. If seats had been in proportion to votes, the 
Conservatives would ^lill have been the largest party, 
and would therefore presumably have formed the 
Government; but they would have had no clear 
majority, and therefore would have been compelled 
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P^’ie a policy which would have represented the 
greate common measure of agreement in Parlia- 
ment jjj country. This they could certainly 
^e, because the Liberals, who were ^lill 
amded^jQ wings, were not likely to displace 
them in ^(jgj. make way for the Labour party, 
committed no grave blunders. 

Mr. however, tempted by his parlia- 

mentary iujigth, thought it safe to appeal to the 
wuntry for^ majority in favour of Proteftion (1923). 
Un that isiig tj^g second eleftion was fought ; and 
Tu parties alike opposed the Government, 

ihe Lonsei-atives obtained almoft exadtly the same 
percentage f votes (38) as in the previous election; 
K * , o the vagaries of the eledloral system, 
hey lost ninjy seats, and were placed in a minority 
or nearly Even so they obtained 24 seats 

more than thtfj. fj-yg quota, and the Liberals 24 less 

I ^ 5 ' In view of the issue on which the 

election was fc^ght, the Conservatives could not but 
‘^'^^of office; and the Labour party was 
‘'h fi ^ form its firSl Government. This was 
he hrst mi.jQj.jfy Government ’ in modern parlia- 
mentary hiSl^ry. It might have held office for some 
time, and dojie much useful work, had it been willing 
to recognise fjjg fa£ts of the situation, which made it 
plain that ng measure could be carried that did not 
*-^6 support of more than one party, and 
therefore o|: ^ majority in the country. For some 
^me It did.'gQ^ drawing now upon the support of the 
L-onservati^gg ^£qj. example, on armaments) and again 
upon the I support of the Liberals (for example, on 
housing).; gjjf^ having got into a difficulty on a 
trivial qu eilion which gave no justification for a dis- 
solution^ Mr. MacDonald resolved to try the gamble 
of an el e(5tion, in the hope either of winning a clear 
majority qj.^ j^f fjjg igaft, of ruining the Liberals, 
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who had given him generous support ; and the third 
election within two years was needlessly precipitated. 

In this eledlion (1924) the chief feature was the 
debacle of the Liberals, who obtained only 17 per 
cent, of the votes ca^, as against 29 per cent, in the 
previous year. Upon them fell the brunt of the 
nation’s exasperation at these frequent eleftions ; 
they were blamed on the one hand for having put the 
Labour party in, and on the other for having put it 
out ; and they obtained only 42 seats, whereas in 
proportion to their votes they should have had 108. 
The Labour party increased its poll by nearly a 
million votes, yet obtained 39 fewer seats — a striking 
proof of the unprediftable character of the system. 
But the Conservatives increased their poll by nearly 
two millions, rising from 38 to 47 per cent, of the 
votes caft. They were ftill in a minority of votes. 
But they obtained an overwhelming majority of seats 
— 415 against 200 for all others; though their true 
number, in proportion to votes, would have been 
289. Thus entrenched, they were able to govern 
with autocratic authority for nearly five years, and to 
disregard the discontents and criticisms which much 
of their policy aroused : even by-eleftions did not 
warn them, because, in three-cornered contents, they 
were often able to win on minority votes. If their 
position had more nearly corresponded with the fadls 
— if they had had only a narrow majority, or no 
majority at all — they would have been compelled to 
hearken to criticism ; some of their wor^l blunders 
would have been qualified ; and the ultimate reaction 
would have been less violent. 

The readlion came in the eleftion of 1929, when 
the Conservative poll fell back to its old figure of 
38 per cent., which seems to represent the normal 
llrength of po^l-war Conservatism. But with this 
38 per cent, poll they obtained, not the 347 seats 
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of 1922, but only 253 seats. The Labour party, on 
the other hand, which polled only 36 per cent, of 
the votes, won 288 seats — 64 more than its right 
proportion — and became the larged party in the 
House. The Liberals, though their poll rose to 
23 per cent, of the total, which ought to have given 
them 14 1 seats, obtained only ^8, but found them- 
selves in the position of holding the balance between 
the other two. If seats had been in proportion to 
votes, the Conservatives would have had 231, the 
Labour party 224, and the Liberals 141 ; and it 
would have fallen to the Conservatives to have con- 
^ituted the Government, shaping their policy so as 
to carry with them one at lea^l of the other parties 
on every measure they proposed. 

This analysis of a sequence of five poft-war eledlions 
may have seemed tedious to the reader. But it is 
highly inftruftive. It shows that our method of 
eledlion — quite apart from the unhealthy influence 
which it exercises in individual conilituencies, and 
which we have already discussed — is so unpredictable 
in its results over the nation as a whole that every 
election becomes a gamble. This, in its turn, exer- 
cises a very unwholesome influence upon the policy of 
statesmen or party organisers. Instead of pursuing 
a ^eady and ^raightforward course, adjusting their 
policy to the opinions or sentiments of the majority 
in the nation, they are tempted to gamble for the 
unqualified dictatorship which a big parliamentary 
majority ensures, and to use this dictatorship for the 
purpose of carrying out projeCts to which the majority 
of the nation is opposed. The real mind of the nation 
is obscured, not revealed, by elections conducted in 
this way ; the real supremacy re^s not with the sober 
and thinking elements in the nation, but with the 
margin of unthinking waverers who can be swung 
this way or that by panics, stunts and promises ; and 
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it is to this margin that politicians are tempted to 
address themselves in the gamble for power. 

These are not the only defefts of the existing syilem. 
In every constituency it tempts candidates to com- 
promise with their principles and pander for groups 
of votes, since a mere handful of votes may make the 
difference between victory and annihilation. Wher- 
ever there are only two candidates, one or both of 
them muSl be under a continual temptation to qualify 
his views in the hope of winning voters of the party 
which has no candidate. This, no doubt, affefts moft 
deeply the Liberal party, because it Stands between 
the other two: in the Parliament of 1924. it divided 
the Liberals into three sediions, those who owed their 
seats partly to Conservative votes, those who owed 
them partly to Labour votes, and those who had 
fought an honeSl three-cornered conteSl. But the 
other parties also are affefted, though in a less degree. 
We shall not have honeSt politics until these com- 
promising influences are brought to an end ; and they 
can only be brought to an end by a draSfic change in 
the method of eledlion. 

Finally, the existing sySlem excludes from Parlia- 
ment many men of ability and character who ought 
to be there. There are many men, widely known 
and esteemed in the country, whom tens of thousands, 
scattered over the country, would desire to see in 
Parliament; but unless they can be accommodated 
with a ‘ safe seat,’ which is not likely to be offered to 
them if they are men of independent minds such as 
we need, they have very little chance of ele 6 tion. Mr. 
Asquith was excluded from Parliament during some 
years of critical importance when his presence would 
have been of the higheSl value. Charles MaSlerman, 
a politician and writer whose quality was never highly 
enough appreciated, could not find a seat when he 
became a Cabinet Minister, though probably two 
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million voters wanted to see him elefted ; and his 
career was closed. Lord Robert Cecil was for a time 
shut out from Parliament because (like a large pro- 
portion of his party) he was a Free Trader when the 
dominant elements in his party had changed their 
view on that subjeft. And scores of less-known 
inftances could be given. Our method of eleftion 
does not encourage the choice of many men of great 
ability, though very large numbers of the eleftors 
would support them. But it encourages the eleftion 
for ‘ safe seats ’ of third-rate men who would dis- 
appear on anything like a general poll, if that were 
practicable. 

In short, our method of election is in the highest 
degree unjust, unsatisfactory and dangerous. It 
actually disfranchises a large majority of the eleCtors. 
If we could eftimate the total of those who are deprived 
of their votes by unopposed returns ; of those whose 
votes are of no avail because they have voted for 
unsuccessful candidates ; of those who have refused 
to use their votes because there was no candidate with 
whom they agreed ; and of those who have voted 
reluctantly for somebody who did not represent their 
views merely because he was less objectionable than 
the available alternatives : we should probably find 
that something like 70 per cent, of the total eleftorate 
had either been unable to exercise any influence upon 
the course of events by the use of their votes, or had 
been compelled to give their support to some doCtrine 
or policy with which they disagreed. Again, the 
syCtem encourages, and almoft compels, a sort of dis- 
honefty both in the eleCIor and in the candidate, by 
persuading the former to vote against what he dislikes 
rather than for what, he believes in, and by tempting 
the latter to compromise with his principles in the 
hope of attracting votes. Again, the sy^em di^orts 
the national verdiCt given in a general election, pro- 
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duces the moft extravagantly unju^l results, turns 
every eleftion into a gamble, and by doing so exercises 
an unhealthy influence, almost despite themselves, 
upon the policy of party leaders. Finally, the syftem 
notoriously fails to sort out the mo^ suitable men for 
the work of Parliament, and excludes many men of 
di^inftion whom almo^ the whole nation would 
desire to see included in its membership. 

A sy^em of which all this can be said is clearly 
far from perfect. Why, then, is it not altered There 
would seem to be two main reasons. One is that 
party politicians are loth to abandon a sy^em which 
always dangles before them the chance of a gambling 
victory that will enable them to carry proposals they 
desire, without the toil of convincing a real majority 
of the nation. There is never a real majority in the 
nation for the wilder and more extravagant proposals 
of any party ; therefore a system which may yield a 
fiftitious majority has its advantages for some minds. 
This argument is never openly put forward ; but it 
probably has a strong, subconscious influence upon 
many party politicians. 

The second reason, which is more reputable, is 
that the existing syftem, with all its vagaries, is con- 
sistent in this, that it is always unfair to the smaller 
parties. It exaggerates the majority of the viftors 
even in a two-party conteSl. Thus, in 1 900 the 
Conservative party obtained 402 seats again^l 268 
for the Liberals, a majority of 134, whereas, in pro- 
portion to the votes caSl, they ought to have obtained 
343 againSt the Liberal 327, a majority of only 16. 
Again, in 1906 the Liberals won 512 seats and a 
parliamentary majority of 354, when they ought, in 
proportion to votes, to have obtained only 385 seats, 
and a majority of 95. Is it necessarily a good thing 
that majorities should be so large .? That is a widely 
accepted view to-day, because with a large majority 
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the diftatorship of the Cabinet is unqualified. But 
those who feel misgivings about Cabinet diftatorship 
will not be so ready to adopt this conclusion. 

Again, when there are three parties, the system is 
always hardest upon the smalleA party, and, indeed, 
tends to make its continued existence very difficult, 
because its supporters, tired of waiting their votes, 
tend to give them to one or other of the other parties. 
Hence it is held to be a virtue of the exiting system 
that it is likely to crush a third party out of exigence, 
and force the nation back into a two-party system. 
At the present moment this would mean the dis- 
appearance of the Liberal party, which includes nearly 
one-quarter of the eledlorate, on the figures of the 
lail eleftion. But is it really desirable or democratic 
that 5,000,000 people who have a definite point of 
view should be denied any opportunity of expressing 
their point of view through their votes, and that, dis- 
believing both in Proteftion and in Socialism, they 
should be forced to choose between them ? To a 
dispassionate observer it might well seem that the 
fadi that a method of eledlion might possibly produce 
such a result is not an argument in its favour, but 
rather a very powerful argument againft it — a con- 
clusive proof that the system is incompatible with a 
genuine representation of all solid bodies of opinion 
in the nation. 

Moreover, if we have reached the conclusion that 
the two-party system in itself is not a good thing but 
a bad thing, and that it has been responsible (as we 
argued in the la^ chapter) for the woril defefts of 
our system of government, the argument that the 
exiting eledforal methods will tend to clamp the 
fetters of the two-party sy^em permanently upon the 
limbs of the nation will not appear very persuasive. 
Those who use this argument have indeed persuaded 
themselves that our machinery of government will not 
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work except under a two-party sy^em. We have 
already, in the la^l chapter, seen some reason to doubt 
the soundness of this view; and others will emerge 
in the course of our argument. In the meanwhile, 
there is no residing the conclusion that the existing 
eleftoral syftem is a diftortion and a falsification of 
democracy, not to be tolerated if any better syftem 
can be reconciled with the efficient conduft of govern- 
ment; and we muil proceed to inquire whether a 
better sy^em can be found. 

III. Problems and Projeils of Reform 

The absurdities and injuftices of the eleftoral 
system have long been apparent, and various methods 
of reform have been advocated in this country and 
put into practice in others. In 1918, when the 
enlargement of the franchise was under consideration, 
a Speaker’s Conference dealt with the subjeft, and 
made a series of proposals which would have pro- 
foundly modified the system. They broke down 
owing to a conflift between the two Houses ; and 
the sy^em of single-member constituencies continued. 
Its absurdity was made more apparent than ever in 
the five general elections between 1918 and 1929. 
Once again, therefore, in 1930, the subject was dis- 
cussed by a parliamentary conference presided over 
by Lord Ullswater. But no impartial consideration 
seems to have been given to it : the representatives 
of each party thought only of the probable effedts of 
this scheme or that upon their own political fortunes ; 
and the report which they presented was inconclusive. 
The Labour Government introduced a Bill which 
(along with other changes) would have introduced the 
syStem known as the Alternative Vote, which would 
(they believed) be eleftorally advantageous to them. 
But the Bill had not become law when the crisis of 
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1931 precipitated another general eledlion, which had 
to be fought on the old sy^em. 

The result was an even more grotesque di^ortion 
of the real balance of opinion than any election since 
the war had displayed. The eleftion was fought 
under the influence of panic. The Conservatives 
and a majority of the Liberals combined against the 
Labour party, and in effeft, though not in form, the 
Alternative Vote was in operation. Even so, the 
Labour party obtained over seven million votes, but 
instead of the two hundred seats to which it was 
entitled, it won only fifty, and nearly all its responsible 
leaders were excluded from Parliament. The Liberals, 
deeply divided and without resources, were reduced 
to impotence, yet even so they obtained a larger repre- 
sentation than the Labour party ; while the Con- 
servatives obtained a majority so huge that they could 
do what they liked. Thus a vicious eleftoral system, 
working in a moment of panic, produced (as in 1918) 
a result so completely out of harmony with the real 
balance of opinion in the country that it was likely, 
in due time, to lead to a very violent readlion. 

In spite of the demonstration of the absurdity and 
injustice of the eledtoral syStem which every successive 
election has afforded, the problem of elefloral method 
has never been taken seriously during the poSt-war 
period. The reason why it was never taken seriously 
was that the two larger parties were unwilling to 
sacrifice the gambling chance of obtaining a parlia- 
mentary majority without a majority in the country. 
Each of them was confident that it would in due course 
obtain dictatorship by these means if only the Liberal 
party could be squeezed out of existence (as it seemed 
likely to be) by the working of the electoral syStem ; 
but the Liberal party obstinately refused to disappear, 
or to reconcile itself either to Protection under the 
control of the veSted interests, or to Socialism under 
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the control of the Trade Unions ; and the voting at 
every eledlion (except the panic eleftion of 1931) 
showed that this double negative was in accord with 
the mind of the nation. Neither of the larger parties 
was prepared to recognise that the denial of any means 
of expression to a solid body of opinion in the country 
was a negation of democracy. Neither of them 
appreciated the danger of the violent oscillation between 
extremes which mu^l result from an enforced return 
to a rigid two-party sy^em when such a dichotomy 
had long ceased to represent the real balance of opinion 
in the country. 

The new situation created by the ' extraordinary 
election of 1931 may bring about a change. A 
reaftion against the exaggerated Conservative pre- 
dominance of 1931 would seem to be as inevitable 
as was the reaction against the over-powerful Coalition 
of 1918. In 1922 the Conservatives succeeded, 
with real skill, in dissociating themselves from the 
Coalition in which they had been the predominant 
partners : they are not likely to be able to repeat this 
manoeuvre in 1936, or whenever the next general 
eleftion may come. The eledloral system which 
exaggerates the swing of the pendulum in one direftion 
is likely to exaggerate it in the other; and, fearing 
this almo^ inevitable event, the Conservatives may 
think it wise to safeguard themselves against a com- 
plete debacle by a measure of eleftoral reform which 
will secure to them a representation corresponding 
to their real ^rength in the country. This is possible ; 
but it is not very likely, for no party on the creft of 
a great wave seems ever to anticipate its descent into 
the corresponding trough. 

Again, it is possible that the revolution of 1931 
(for it was no less) may bring about a far-reaching 
realignment of political forces in Britain. All over 
the world, the main political cleavage of the future 
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is likely to be, on the one hand, between those who 
take a narrowly Nationally view of the problems of 
our time, and those who accept and recognise the 
interdependence of all peoples in the modern world, 
realise that no nation can win either security or pros- 
perity by its isolated aftion, and are ready to base 
national policy upon these fafts ; and on the other 
hand, between those who wish to continue the old 
yruggle for ascendancy between organised ve^ed 
interefts, and those who believe that a planned re- 
organisation of our social and economic sy^em is 
necessary if mankind is to be able to enjoy the abund- 
ance that is within its reach. The dominant elements 
in the Conservative party, and some of the elements 
in other parties that are now associated with them, 
look at the world’s problems from a Nationally point 
of view, as is shown by their fiscal policy, their imperial 
policy, their foreign policy, and their attitude on 
disarmament ; they are closely linked with the veyed 
intereys of finance and ‘ Big Business,’ while the official 
Labour party is linked with the veyed intereys of 
the Trade Unions. But there is a growing body of 
opinion, with supporters in all countries and in all 
parties, which distruys this attitude of mind, regards 
it as the main cause of the world’s troubles, and is 
impatient of all the exiying party machines and of all 
their manoeuvres to obtain power by obscuring the 
issues before the eledlorate, and by utilising a bad 
eledloral syyem. It may be that those who take 
this view will somehow contrive to draw together, 
despite their wide differences. The circumyances of 
the moment are not unfavourable to such a movement. 
The international idea has a yrong and growing hold 
in the country. The old party machines are breaking 
down. The Labour party is deeply divided, and 
large elements among its followers are disillusioned by 
its recent failures and diyruyful of the domination 
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of Trade Union officials. The Liberal party, always 
fissiparous, is split into fragments in Parliament, and 
its followers in the country, though more convinced 
than ever of the soundness of their creed, are dis- 
heartened and eager for a new ftart. The younger 
generation sits loose to old party allegiances and has 
loil patience with the way in which the game of 
politics seems to be played. It may be that out of 
all this confusion some new and powerful political 
movement will emerge. But if it does, one of its 
fir^l tasks mu^t be to reftore sincerity and reality 
to politics, and to give freedom of expression to the 
variant currents of thought that are at work in the 
community ; and this will only be possible if the 
method of eleftion to Parliament is amended. Unless 
Parliament once more becomes the arena of honeft 
discussion, in^ead of the manoeuvring ground of 
rival wire-pullers, its influence, already weakened, 
will be deftroyed ; and even in Britain, the Mother 
of Parliaments, the sy^lem of government by dis- 
cussion and agreement may be discarded in favour 
of some ruinous experiment in autocracy. 

It is necessary to recognise that the two-party 
sy^em cannot survive in a huge democracy such 
as ours, once live issues have arisen which cut across 
the traditional party divisions. The attempt to main- 
tain it by means of an organised injustice cannot la^l, 
once the injuftice has become apparent. The argu- 
ment that it is necessary for the working of our system 
of government loses force when it becomes clear that 
our syftem of government has grave defefts, and that 
these defefts are largely due to the working of the 
two-party syftem itself. Either eleftoral reform will 
come, bringing greater ela^icity and sincerity into 
political life, or democracy will break down, and be 
replaced by some new autocratic and irresponsible 
power. 
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Faced by the necessity of changing the method of 
eledlion, the fir^l inilinft of many people is to ask: 
What is the minimum change that will effedt the 
purpose in view ? The two mo^l obvious defeats of 
the existing syftem are, firft, that it discourages 
electors from voting for what they believe in, le^i: by 
doing so they should let in a candidate of whom they 
strongly disapprove ; and, secondly, that in too many 
cases members of Parliament are eledled by a minority 
vote, and therefore cannot fairly be said to represent 
their conftituencies. Two methods of dealing with 
these difficulties have been suggefted ; they are 
known as the Second Ballot and the Alternative 
Vote, 

Under the Second Ballot a second vote would be 
taken a few days after the fir^l in all cases where the 
member was not eledled by a clear majority. In one 
form of this system, all the candidates would ^land 
again, but the supporters of the weakest would have 
the chance, if they so desired, to transfer their votes 
to one of the other candidates, knowing when they 
did so how the eleftion had gone throughout the 
country. In another form only the two highest candi- 
dates would appear at the second ballot. This sy^em 
has two out^anding defers. In the fir^l place, there 
is no possible means of ensuring that the voters would 
take the trouble to vote a second time. In the second 
place, there would be an orgy of intrigue and bargain- 
ing among the parties between the two ballots, as 
French experience has shown. In France, where the 
Second Ballot exists, defeated candidates have been 
known to accept money in return for a recommenda- 
tion to their supporters to vote for one of the other 
candidates : some have even ^ood for the sole purpose 
of earning base money in this way. Add to all this 
the expense of a double eledlion, and the prolongation 
of the interruption of business always caused by an 
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eleftion, and it will seem unlikely that this method 
will ever be adopted. 

The Alternative Vote seeks to achieve the objects 
of the Second Ballot by a single operation. When 
there are more than two candidates, the eleftors are 
permitted to mark their order of preference with the 
figures I, 2, 3. If no candidate obtains a clear 
majority, the loweft on the li^ is struck off, and his 
votes are distributed according to the second prefer- 
ences indicated on his ballot-papers. Knowing that 
he can, by means of his second preference, help to 
defeat the candidate whom he moSt fears or dislikes, 
the eledlor will normally give his firSl preference 
according to his real beliefs, and thus Straightforward 
voting will be encouraged ; while the ultimate choice 
will represent a clear majority of the voters — if they use 
their second preference votes, as moSt of them would do. 

There would be cases in which the exclusion of 
the third candidate would seem unfair, especially if 
he was only a few votes behind his rivals. It might 
often happen that the third candidate would, on 
second preference votes, rank above both of his rivals, 
which would mean that he moSl nearly represented 
the greatest common measure of opinion in the con- 
stituency. To meet this difficulty, a modification of 
the scheme has been proposed whereby, in the firSt 
count, every candidate would be credited with half a 
vote for each second preference given to him. But 
this would not work : the second preference would 
not be used, since the voter would realise that he was 
Strengthening an opponent’s chances ; and the final 
result would, in moSt cases. Still be the return of a 
member on a minority vote, which is precisely what 
the syStem is designed to avoid. 

Though it is attractive on the surface, the Alterna- 
tive Vote would not do anything to cure the defeCts 
of the electoral syStem. InStead of encouraging the 

N 
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hone^l and ^aightforward presentation of his real 
beliefs by every candidate, it would have the reverse 
effeft: every candidate would perforce ask himself 
which of his rivals was mo^ likely to be at the bottom 
of the poll, and would be tempted to angle for the 
second preferences of his supporters ; every political 
leader would be placed in a dilemma when he was 
asked to advise his followers as to the use of their 
second preferences. By a concerted policy in this 
respeft, any two parties could combine to deftroy 
the third, or at any rate to reduce its representa- 
tion far below its right proportions, as the Labour 
Party was almo^l de^royed in 1931. The Alternative 
Vote aims at getting rid of minority representation. 
But it does so only in appearance, not in reality. The 
voters who reluctantly transfer their votes from the 
candidate who really represents their views to the 
lea^ objectionable of the others who do not represent 
their views cannot be said to be any more effectively 
‘ represented ’ than they are to-day. The system 
does nothing whatever to qualify the fundamental 
defeCt of the present method — namely, that the eleCtor 
is limited to a choice between two or three men in 
whose selection he has no voice, and none of whom 
may seem to him a satisfactory representative. Nor 
is it likely to correCt the gross misrepresentation of 
the ftrength of various political faCtors in the country, 
or the gambling character of an election, which result 
from the present syftem : these evils might even be 
intensified by it. Both the limitation of the elector’s 
choice and the erratic character of election results 
are consequences of the single-member constituency, 
and can only be corrected by a departure from that 
system. 
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IV. Proportional Representation 

The only means by which all the defedls we have 
described could be amended is some system of pro- 
portional representation — some method of ensuring 
that every substantial body of political opinion in the 
country should be represented in proportion to its 
Strength. The argument for such a syStem is in 
theory unanswerable : it is the natural corollary of 
democracy. But many people, especially English 
people, have a healthy diStruSt of logic in human 
affairs. They rightly insist that it is the practical 
working of institutions that matters, rather than their 
logical perfection ; and when elaborate schemes of 
proportional representation are put before them, they 
have inStinCtive misgivings that the indirect and un- 
predictable consequences of such a change may be 
dangerous ; may upset the whole working of our 
syStem of government, and lead us into chaos. Even 
when they are told that various forms of proportional 
representation have been tried, with more or less 
success, in one country or another (and the syStem is 
far more widely adopted than moft critics realise),^ 
they rightly maintain that foreign experience is no 
sound guide for this country, with its old, cuStomary, 
slowly developing institutions ; and rightly demand 
that any proposed electoral syStem shall be justified, 
not merely by logic, but by a searching analysis of the 
way in which it would work in our conditions. 

As long ago as i86o John Stuart Mill pointed out 
the dangers of the single-member constituency in his 
Representative Government. He showed how the limi- 
tation of the elector’s choice deprived him of the means 
of expressing his real opinions, and put him at the 
mercy of organised parties, which might, by skilful 

It is in use to-day in Germany, Belgium, Holland, Denmark, 
Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, and die Irish Free State. 
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handling of the eleftoral machine, secure unreal 
majorities that would place the destiny of the nation 
at their mercy. He showed that the real danger of 
democracy lies, not merely in the possible misuse of 
power by a majority, but in the obtaining of majority 
power by an organised minority. The only safeguard 
again^l this danger is to make sure that all solid and 
sober bodies of opinion are fairly represented. If 
that is done, in a country like ours, there is little fear 
of reckless and ill-considered measures being imposed 
upon a bewildered people. The fair representation 
of minorities is essential not only for their own pro- 
teftion, but for the well-being of the whole. Repre- 
sentative government is a dangerous system unless 
there is representation of «//, and not merely of the 
majority, or of the casual majorities (often, as we have 
seen, unreal) in various diftrifts. Nobody ought to 
be disfranchised, as a majority are in practice to-day. 
Every eleftor ought to be able to feel that his vote 
has direftly contributed to the election of somebody 
who represents his view, and to the shaping of national 
policy. 

The device advocated by Mill was Hare’s scheme 
of proportional representation, which was also sup- 
ported by Henry Fawcett and others. It is needless 
to describe this scheme in detail. It would, in effeft, 
have turned the whole country into one huge con- 
stituency. In practice it would have been quite un- 
workable, and Bagehot and others riddled it with 
effeftive criticism. But it was the firSl attempt to 
deal seriously with a very important problem ; and 
its central principle was sound — namely, that every 
citizen ought to be able to feel that his vote counted, 
instead of being merely thrown away unless he gave 
it to the candidate who happened to be the winner 
in a single locality. Only one attempt has been made 
to put into praftice the idea of a nation-wide con- 
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^tituency. The Irish Free State has adopted this 
method for the eleftion of its Senate, with the idea of 
securing the choice of national figures. The method 
has not been successful. For the eledlion of members 
of the Lower House (the Bail Eireann) the Free 
State has adopted another system of proportional 
representation, which has been successful, and has 
enabled a di^rafted country to escape from the throes 
of revolution by giving to every important seftion of 
the community a sense that it is fairly represented. 

Another form of proportional representation was 
adopted in Germany, when in the deb&cle after the 
war a full system of representative anTi responsible 
government was eftablished in circum^ances of un- 
paralleled difficulty. It has held the country together 
through very trying years. Under this sy^em the 
whole of Germany (whose population is 50 per cent, 
greater than that of Britain) is divided into about 
thirty-five gigantic constituencies. Any organised 
party can put forward a li^l of candidates for a 
conftituency, and the electors vote, in effedl, for the 
party liSts. Each party obtains one seat for every 
60,000 votes it receives, and the seats are allotted to 
the candidates in the order of their priority on the 
official party liSls. Surplus votes, not sufficient to 
make up a quota of 60,000, are pooled and used for 
the eleftion of candidates on a national party lift who 
have not been elected in the conftituencies : it was in 
this way that the late Dr. Stresemann, who was for some 
years the indispensable Foreign Minifter, secured his 
seat. The syftem has worked well. In a period of 
great ftrain it has enabled every large body of opinion 
to feel that it was fairly treated. It has also rendered 
possible the formation of coalitions between parties 
which knew that their eleftoral position would not be 
endangered by their combination with one another ; 
and it has enabled a sane national policy of com- 
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promise, a ‘ greater common measure ’ of national 
agreement, to be attained at a time when feelings were 
intense, and when any violent alternation between 
sharply opposed parties might have been extremely 
dangerous. It is praftically certain, for example, 
that the violent Hitlerite party would have won a 
sweeping majority in 1931 if the British eledforal 
sy^em had exited in Germany. The faft that 
Germany has been able to grapple at all with her 
enormous difficulties has been due, in no small degree, 
to her eledloral sy^em. 

Nevertheless, the sy^em has certain marked de- 
fedls. The constituencies are far too large to make 
it possible for the candidates to make themselves 
known : imagine, in our own country, a constituency 
including the whole of Wales or the whole of York- 
shire. The electors are in pradtice deprived of all 
choice among individual candidates ; their choice is 
limited to party liSts as a whole. Far too much 
power is thrown into the hands of party machines, 
which draw up the liSts in order of priority, and can 
therefore exclude from election any candidate who is 
placed low on the liSt. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that many Germans advocate a change of syStem. 
But what is wrong is not proportional representation : 
that has been the means of saving Germany from 
disaster in her time of crisis. What is wrong is the 
adoption of a too rigid and party-ridden method. 

Nobody in Britain has ever advocated the adoption 
of the German sySlem ; but there are many who think 
that in the trying times that probably lie ahead of us 
we should gain if we could obtain some of the advan- 
tages of the German sySlem, while avoiding its patent 
defedls. 

The form of proportional representation which holds 
the field in Britain to-day involves a much less draSlic 
change than either Hare’s sySlem or the German 
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sy^lem. Long advocated by the late Lord Courtney 
and others, it has had the support of leading men 
of all schools of political thought, including Lord 
Birkenhead and Mr. Amery among the Conservatives, 
Sir John Simon among the Liberals, Mr. Snowden 
and Mr. Clynes in the Labour party. It is known as 
the system of the single transferable vote. It would 
group the existing constituencies together into larger 
constituencies, with a minimum of three members, 
and a maximum of (say) seven, the limits of the con- 
stituency being fixed so as to correspond, wherever 
possible, with a natural unit, a town or a county, or 
a couple of neighbouring towns with the intervening 
county areas. Thus Bradford, now broken up into 
four divisions, would become a single constituency 
with four members ; Hertfordshire would become a 
single constituency with five members. Large cities, 
such as Birmingham, would probably be divided into 
two or three constituencies, though it would not be 
impossible to work them as units ; very populous 
counties, such as Yorkshire, would be divided into 
large natural units. The existing divisions need not 
disappear ; they might be retained for the purposes 
of party organisation, and candidates might have to 
be nominated for a particular division, in which they 
would specially concentrate their work ; if elected, they 
would be assigned to their division, and should a by- 
eleftion become necessary, it would take place in the 
division that had been vacated. 

Whatever the number of members in the con- 
stituency, each elector would have one vote only; 
but he would be entitled to indicate on the ballot 
paper the order of his preference among the candi- 
dates by numbering them, i, 2, 3, 4, etc. If the 
candidate of his firSl preference did not require his 
vote, or was hopelessly out of the running, the vote 
would be transferred to his second preference, and if 



How Britain is Governed 184 

need be to his third, and so on. In no case would 
his vote be wailed : it would always help to return 
somebody. This is the essence of the whole syftem, 
the means by which it is ensured that every vote 
counts. 

There would, of course, be no limit to the number 
of candidates, any more than there is now. The 
political parties might either nominate the full number 
of candidates, or only as many as they thought were 
likely to win seats. If a party climated that it could 
not hope to win more than two seats in a five-member 
conftituency, it might save money and effort by 
putting forward only two ; on the other hand, it 
might get a better and more varied team of speakers 
to work the conftituency, and give a chance to young 
men to win their spurs, by nominating the full number. 
Whichever course it adopted, its representation would 
be proportionate to its ftrength. Of course others 
besides regular party candidates could (as now) be 
put forward. The fear is often expressed that frivo- 
lous candidatures would be encouraged. This might 
be checked by a provision, such as now exi^s, for a 
forfeitable deposit. But this is a bad method : it 
often penalises perfeftly legitimate candidatures, and 
it does not choke off a rich man, like Mr. Hunnable, 
who went the round of a series of by-eleflions a few 
years ago, cheerfully forfeiting his deposit in each 
case for the sake of a moment’s -notoriety. A far 
better plan would be to require that every candidate 
should be supported by a hundred, or five hundred, 
registered eleftors, whose signatures would have to 
be appended to his nomination form. 

Thus far, the procedure is quite simple. It is 
only with the counting of the votes that any com- 
plexity appears ; and this does not affed: the eledor. 
It is, indeed, a quite Straightforward process ; it will 
take a little more time than the present method, but 
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in a matter of so much importance that is of no moment. 
Fir^ the quota of votes required to eleft a candidate 
muft be fixed. Given the number of seats and the 
number of voters, that is easily decided. The jirit 
preference votes of all the candidates are then counted. 
It may be that only one candidate obtains more than 
the quota at this fir^ count — he may be a party leader, 
who gets mo^l of the fir^l preferences of his followers. 
But he will have many more votes than he needs. The 
next ftep is to examine his papers, and distribute his 
surplus votes (beyond the quota) among the other 
candidates in proportion to the number of second 
preferences they have received. This may, perhaps, 
bring another candidate above the quota line. Next 
the lowest candidate on the liSt, who has no chance 
of eledtion, is Struck off, and his votes are distributed 
among the reSt. And so the process goes on, until 
the requisite number of candidates have been eledted 
with a proper quota of votes. In the result, pradtic- 
ally every vote will have counted ; pradtically every 
voter will have helped to return one or other of the 
members ; and the final return will correspond, as 
closely as possible, to the adtual balance of opinion 
in the country. It will not correspond quite so pre- 
cisely as the German sySlem ; in general, the SlrongeSI 
party will get a slight advantage, though nothing like 
so great an advantage as under the present sySlem. 
And no solid body of opinion Strong enough to con- 
stitute more than one-sixth of a five-member con- 
stituency, or more than one-fourth of a three-member 
constituency, will have failed to get its due represen- 
tation. 

Such is the syStem of proportional representation 
as it is advocated for this country. It would plainly 
yield a more accurate refledtion of the mind of the 
country than the present syStem can ever do. It 
would give to every eledtor a real liberty of choice 



How Britain is Governed 


i86 


among a number of candidates. It would discourage 
dishoneil voting, for when every eledtor knew that 
his vote would not be wafted he would vote according 
to his conscience. It would encourage political parties 
to carry on their educational work everywhere, because 
every convert’s vote would count. It would put an 
end to the gambling chances and the gambling risks 
of the present syftem, which exercise so dangerous 
an influence upon the policy of ftatesmen. It would 
dethrone that wavering and uninftrufted margin of 
voters who now have the deftiny of the country in 
their hands, because it would ensure to every solid 
and reasonable body of opinion representation in pro- 
portion to its ftrength. If need be, it would facilitate 
self-respefting and open agreements or arrangements 
between parties, because they could co-operate in 
Parliament without slackening their propaganda in 
the country. These are the more obvious advantages 
of the syftem : others will appear later. 


V. Criticisms of Proportional Representation 

What are the disadvantages which the opponents 
of the syftem fear 

They fear that the voters would be unable to under- 
ftand the syftem, and that many voters are so ftupid 
that they could not use their preference votes. The 
experience of all the countries in which the syftem 
has been adopted shows that this fear is illusory. 
But if it be true that there are a great many voters 
who know and care so little about the issues sub- 
mitted to them as to be unable to remember the 
names of more than one candidate, or to indicate the 
order of their preference among the candidates, it 
would seem to be a positive advantage of the syftem 
that it would partially disfranchise such people, or, 
rather, that it would enable them partially to dis- 
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franchise themselves. The greateif danger of uni- 
versal suffrage is that it is apt to throw power into 
the hands of the ignorant and the indifferent; and, 
as we have seen, the exiting system is peculiarly open 
to this danger, because it gives the determining voice 
to those who take no interest in politics except during 
the faflitious excitement of an eledtion. Indeed, there 
is strong reason for urging that — whatever eledforal 
syllem we adopt — the dangerous power of voters of 
this type should be diminished. This result would 
be at any rate partially attained if it were provided 
{a) that no new voter should be placed upon the 
register except after a personal application made at 
an appointed time in each year ; and (^) that the 
names of all eledlors who did not vote in any eleftion 
should be dlruck off the register, and only replaced 
after they had taken the slight trouble of making a 
new application. This device, which has been adopted 
in a number of the American States, is in no sense 
undemocratic : everybody would have a right to the 
franchise, but nobody would be allowed to exercise 
it unless he had taken the trouble to have his name 
placed upon the roll of voters. 

There is a fear that the con^ituencies would be so 
large as to be impossible to work. There are parts of 
the country in which this would be true. It would 
be imprafticable to throw Orkney-and-Shetland, Caith- 
ness-and-Sutherland, and Ross-and-Cromarty into a 
single con^ituency. Wherever the electorate is 
scattered over a very wide area, the single-member 
conftituency would have to survive. But these are 
exceptional cases, to be decided on their merits. 
Elsewhere, it mu^l not be forgotten, while the con- 
ftituency would be larger than now, it would be 
worked, for each party, by a larger number of candi- 
dates. They would work as a team, each, no doubt, 
giving special attention to his own division, but con- 
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^lantly helping his colleagues ; and this would, in 
many ways, make the work easier rather than harder. 
It has been sugge^ed that several candidates of the 
same party would be jealous of one another as com- 
petitors. But this disregards the faft that each of 
them would depend for the chance of success upon 
getting, not only fir^-preference votes, but the second 
or third preferences of those who voted for his col- 
leagues : they would necessarily be partners. 

There is a fear that, in such large con^ituencies, 

‘ personal contact ’ between the member and his con- 
stituents would be loSl. It has gone already, in con- 
stituencies of forty or fifty thousand electors, except 
in the case of a minority of the member’s own sup- 
porters. That would ^ill survive ; so would the 
member’s local association with his ‘ division,’ which 
would correspond with the constituency of to-day. 

There is a fear that the syStem would encourage 
‘ freak ’ candidatures and sectional interests ; and, 
alternatively, that it would lead to an increased rigidity 
of party organisation. Both of these fears cannot be 
fulfilled, because they are incompatible ; in faft, both 
of them are baseless. The ‘ freak ’ candidate — the 
fanatic on some special subje6t — has his place in public 
life : we have him now. But under proportional 
representation it would scarcely ever be possible for 
him to get a quota from firSl preferences only: he 
would need second and third preferences, and these 
he could only obtain by attaching himself to one of 
the big organised parties. On the other hand, the 
fear that party organisation will become too rigid and 
too powerful is equally baseless : the sy^em (unlike 
the present syftem) would be hostile to undue rigidity. 
Each party, eager to draw votes from non-party voters, 
or from the moderate members of other parties, would 
strive to nominate a team of the be^l possible candi- 
dates. And, to achieve its aim, it would have to be 
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a varied team. The Conservatives could not afford 
not to put up a Free Trader among their candidates 
if they wanted to catch Liberal second or third prefer- 
ences ; the Liberals would be likely to include an 
advanced Radical and a Moderate ; the Labour party 
a Trade Unionist and a doftrinaire Socialiil. Thus, 
under the pressure of the sy^em, parties would become 
wider and looser, as they used to be in the nineteenth 
century; and the cleavages between parties would 
become less bitter. The result of a sy^em of pro- 
portional representation would therefore probably be, 
not a multiplication of parties, so much as an increasing 
elafticity and tolerance within parties. 

But, even if this were so, the critics of proportional 
representation fear that its result would be to ^labilise 
the balance of parties, and to banish for ever the 
possibility of a clear party majority. There would 
be an end of exciting dissolutions and appeals to the 
country, followed by sweeping changes in the com- 
plexion of the House of Commons, such as have been 
the turning-points in our political hi^lory; for, under 
proportional representation, though of course there 
would be changes big enough to raise a party to the 
fir^ place and give it the opportunity of forming a 
Miniftry, there would never be such violent swings 
of the pendulum as we have known in the la^l genera- 
tion. We should therefore have to adjuft ourselves 
to a balance of parties as the normal ^ate of things. 

This is the fundamental objeftion to proportional 
representation from the point of view of those who 
hold that the only satisfaftory form of government is 
that of a Cabinet commainding a ^able majority in 
the House of Commons. It is not a sufficient answer 
to say (as we have already said) that this condition 
does not exift in any Continental country, and yet 
government goes on tolerably well : the rejoinder is 
ready, that Continental countries are not Britain. Nor 
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is it enough to show (as we have already shown) that 
the syftem of government through a Cabinet com- 
manding a majority has in faft produced many un- 
fortunate results : the rejoinder again is ready, that 
this may be so, but at any rate the system we have is 
better than anarchy. If we are to meet these objec- 
tions, we muft contrive to show how the usages and 
conventions of our system could be modified so as to 
make efficient government compatible with the exig- 
ence of a genuinely representative Parliament, such 
as proportional representation would yield. In such 
a Parliament there would probably never be a clear 
majority for any party. There might be three parties, 
or more ; but all the parties would present a consider- 
able range of opinion. Party discipline could not be 
ftrift, because almost every member would feel sure 
of his place in his con^ituency; and the cleavage 
between parties would not be as sharp as it is now. 
Could government be carried on in and through such 
a Parliament 


VI. The Conditions of Government when there is 
a Balance of Parties 

When no single party has a majority in Parliament 
(and this is likely to be a frequent, if not the normal 
condition of things, whether we adopt proportional 
representation or not), government can be carried on 
in one of three ways, (i) A coalition Ministry of two 
parties may be formed. (2) One party may form 
the Ministry, but be supported, on an agreement as 
to policy, by a second party. (3) One party may 
form the Ministry without any agreement with any 
other party, and tru^ to holding its own by fleering 
a skilful course, and proposing nothing which one of 
the other parties will not be likely to support. 

The firft two of these methods — coalition and agree- 
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merit — have both been found imprafticable under the 
existing elefloral sy^em ; because the two parties 
concerned mu^l feel themselves handicapped in the 
con^ituencies. In a single-member conftituency any 
political aftivity rnu^l: have as its aim the displacement 
of the sitting member. If the members of two allied 
parties carry on propaganda in one another’s con- 
ftituencies, relations between them muil become 
drained : if they do not, their own prospers are 
damaged. Under proportional representation this 
difficulty does not arise, because both parties can be 
represented in the same conftituency. Therefore a 
coalition or an agreement between two parties is 
pradlicable under proportional representation, if or 
when it is desirable. 

The third possibility — the conduft of government 
by a minority Ministry without an agreement with 
another party — is undeniably difficult in exiting con- 
ditions ; but it is by no means impossible. The 
Labour Government of 1924 could have carried on 
for a much longer time if it had not lo^l patience, and 
if it had understood what the circumstances demanded. 
The Labour Government of 1929 succeeded in carry- 
ing on for two years, and might have laSted much 
longer if it had not been overwhelmed by a crisis that 
was due to the State of world-trade. At the outset 
of this Ministry, its Prime Minister, Mr. MacDonald, 
appealed to Parliament to adt as “ a sort of Council 
of State,” in which all parties should honourably 
contribute to make the government of the country 
as efficient as possible, without sacrificing their own 
principles. This is a fine ideal, and not impossible, 
though difficult, of attainment. But the non-Govern- 
ment parties are bound to refledl: that the more they 
fall in with this ideal, the more credit will accrue to 
the Government. They cannot but think anxiously 
about the possible effedl upon the constituencies. 
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especially as (under the existing system) a very small 
transfer of votes in a few constituencies may make an 
enormous difference. They cannot but fear leSt they 
should be suddenly plunged into a general eledtion 
at a moment favourable to the Government party; 
and this fear muSt lead them to try to discredit the 
Ministry. These feats would be far less, and there- 
fore the possibility of smooth working for a minority 
Government would be far greater, under a syStem of 
proportional representation. For, in the firSt place, 
the non-Government parties would know that, though 
they might suffer a little from the popularity of the 
Government, they would be in no danger of annihila- 
tion. And, in the second place, the Prime Minister 
would be much less likely to precipitate a dissolution ; 
because, knowing that no sweeping turnover was 
possible, he would realise that a small increase of 
Strength such as he could hope to get from a general 
eledtion would be no compensation for the exaspera- 
tion of the other parties, upon whose co-operation he 
would Still depend. It would appear, therefore, that 
the working of a syStem of proportional representation 
would not only render coalition or agreement pradtic- 
able, but would also greatly ease the working of 
minority Government. 

It would ease it also in another way. Party dis- 
cipline would necessarily be less Stridt under pro- 
portional representation, since moSt of the members 
would feel that their parties could not readily ouSf 
them from their seats. A competent Government 
would therefore be able to count upon a good deal 
of support from the other parties on the merits of 
its proposals : there would be less Slridl ‘ whipping,’ 
and more free voting, as there used to be in the middle 
of the nineteenth century. 

Nevertheless, it must be recognised that if govern- 
ment by a minority Miniftry is to become normal. 
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some changes will be necessary in the conventions or 
customs which have grown up during the ascendancy 
of the two-party system. What are these changes ? 
Will they work smoothly ? And are they likely to 
work more or less smoothly in a Parliament elefted by 
proportional representation than in a Parliament elefted 
by the present methods ? 

(1) A minority Ministry muft recognise that it 
cannot hope to carry any measures for which it cannot 
obtain support beyond its own party. In other words, 
it can only carry proposals for which there would be a 
majority in the country. It is a paradox, but none the 
less it is true, that a minority Ministry is the be^ means 
of ensuring majority government ; because a minority 
Ministry cannot force through Parliament proposals 
which would be rejected by a majority in the country. 

(2) The non-Government parties — or at any rate 
one of them — mu^l abandon the pernicious doftrine 
that it is the duty of the Opposition to oppose. In^ead 
of hampering the Miniftry, they muft give it all 
reasonable facilities ; in^ead of continually striving to 
ouft it on any pretext, they mu^ strive to improve its 
work. Without for a moment abandoning their own 
principles, or resigning the right and duty of free 
criticism, they mu^ recognise that their primary func- 
tion in Parliament is not to seize power for themselves, 
but to see that the country is as well governed as 
possible. This may seem too lofty and self-denying a 
line of condud to be possible for politicians. Yet 
there is one consideration which deserves weight. In 
a balance of three (or more) parties, one at leaft is likely 
to give a Government fair play and reasonable support, 
until it does something outrageous ; because the smaller 
party mu^l always be aware that if it helps to ou^l the 
Ministry, it will be the larger party, and not itself, 
which will take its place. Under the present system, 
indeed, this may be qualified by fear of what may hap- 
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pen at the next eleftion if the Gfovernment does too 
well ; this fear, as we have seen, would be materially 
qualified, if not removed, by the security which pro- 
portional representation would give. While the pres- 
ent sy^em survives, party leaders may be tempted not 
to play fair, not only by the fear of an eleftion, but by 
the hope of a sweeping turnover. This also would be 
weakened or destroyed under proportional representa- 
tion ; and Opposition leaders would be the more ready 
to give fair treatment to a Government, because they 
would know that, when their turn to govern came, they 
mu^l need the same kind of treatment. 

(3) A minority Mini^ry mu^ recognise that it 
cannot wield the dictatorship which its predecessors 
have enjoyed. It mu^ allow freedom of debate in the 
House of Commons. It mu^l submit to criticism of 
Ministers or bureaucrats which its predecessors would 
have trampled down, and accept amendments to its 
Bills which its predecessors would have closured and 
destroyed. It mu^ not resign, or threaten resignation, 
upon anything less than a matter of vital principle, or a 
vote of censure; and on all minor matters it mu^t 
accept the judgment of the House of Commons. This 
means that under such a system the House of Com- 
mons will once again become a free deliberative 
assembly; and the non-Government parties will get 
their share of credit for the work they do from a public 
which will find a new interest in Parliament. 

(4) If or when it does resign, a minority Govern- 
ment muCl recognise that it has no right to claim a dis- 
solution ; and it might be well that Parliament should 
embody this principle in a Humble Address to the 
Crown. This is, beyond comparison, the mo^ vital 
of all the conditions which will make government 
practicable under a balance of parties. And it is 
eminently reasonable. There are only two valid reasons 
for a dissolution before the normal term of Parliament 
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expires. The fir^ is that some que^ion has arisen upon 
which it is essential that an appeal should be made to 
the eleftorate. On that point, the House of Commons 
is the be^l judge. The second is that government can- 
not be carried on without a dissolution. But when a 
minority Government resigns, its place can usually be 
taken by one of the other parties, and government can 
be carried on. There is therefore no reason why the 
Prime Minifter of a minority government should be 
entitled to claim a dissolution. In the pa^l, Mini^ries 
have been able to whip their majorities to heel by a 
threat of resignation and dissolution, involving a heavy 
fine upon every member. A minority Government 
should not be in a position to fine the members of the 
House of Commons ; it should only be able to fine its 
own members, by deprivation of salary. 

Given the establishment of these understandings or 
conventions. Government can work very well in a con- 
dition of balanced parties : not only so, but an oppor- 
tunity will be opened for the House of Commons to 
perform its true, but long abdicated, funftions of 
criticism and control. But these conventions are not 
likely to be established, nor is the syStem of govern- 
ment under the criticism of a free Parliament likely to 
work well, so long as the existing erratic, unpredift- 
able and unjuSt methods of ele&on survive. This 
was very clearly shown by the course of events in 
the Parliament of 1929. It is true that a minority 
government was able to carry on far better than 
the advocates of the Two-party syStem believed 
possible. But the experiment was vitiated, in a large 
degree, by two fads. In the firSl place, it was 
assumed that the Prime Minister had a right to claim 
a dissolution if he thought fit; and this influenced 
the conduit of the other parties. In the second place, 
knowledge of the unpredidtable results of an eleilion, 
if it should take place, kept all parties anxiously 
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glancing over their shoulders, fearing annihilation if 
they should offend the wavering margin of voters who 
determine the results of elections under our exiting 
sy^em. It is only on the basis of the security and 
liability which proportional representation alone can 
afford that free and responsible criticism can be 
carried on. 

Note. — In a New Year message to his followers, published in 
Forward^ Jan. 3, 1930, Mr. Ramsay MacDonald argued that the 
experience of the late session showed the need for a clear Govern- 
ment majority. He was referring to the fadl that the Government 
had narrowly escaped defeat on the second reading of the Coal Bill. 
The marketing proposals of this Bill were regarded as vicious and 
dangerous by both of the Opposition parties, and by the opinion of 
almoft every commercial intereft in the country. They were sub- 
jedled to devastating criticism in the House of Commons, and no 
serious attempt was made to defend these objeftionable provisions. 
The great majority of the Labour party notoriously disliked them, 
though they voted for them to a man. No doubt it would have 
been convenient to the Government to be able to override all this 
opposition by means of a docile majority. But would this have been 
advantageous to the nation ? 



CHAPTER VI 


THE HOUSE OF COMMONS : ITS WORK 

I. The Inefficiency of the House of Commons 

We have examined the way in which the House of 
Commons is elefted, and have found strong reasons for 
dissatisfaftion with it; we have discussed the possi- 
bility of a better method, and have found that this 
would involve a permanent change in the working of 
our system, by making it improbable that any party 
would ever have a large m^ority. We have next to 
examine how the House of Commons now does its 
vitally important work of exercising, on behalf of the 
people, an effeftive control over the Government. 
Such a control is, as we have seen, gravely needed. 
As now exercised, it is very ineflFeftive : it has not 
availed to check a dangerous growth in the power of 
bureaucracy, nor has it done anything to correft the 
defeats which are due to the inability of the Cabinet to 
use the enormous powers which it has arrogated to 
itself. We mu^l therefore consider by what means, 
if at all, the House of Commons might be enabled to 
do its work better ; and whether it would be helped or 
hindered by the changes in its composition and 
charafter which were sugge^ed in the laft chapter. 

One of the chief causes of the failure of the House 
of Commons to exercise an effeftive control over 
Government is the diftatorship wielded by the Cabinet 
whenever it commands a majority ; and, in particular, 
its practice of treating every serious criticism of the 
work of the Departments as an attack upon itself, to 
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be resided with the whole ftrength of its majority. 
This cause would disappear if no party-Cabinet 
possessed a majority. 

But this is not the only cause of the ineffeftiveness 
of House of Commons control. Another, not less 
important, is the universally admitted fa£l that the 
House of Commons is so overburdened with business 
as to be quite unable to do any part of its work well. 
Indeed, this is a large part of the explanation of the 
growth of Cabinet dictatorship. ‘ Pressure of busi- 
ness ’ is always the justification advanced for the 
draSlic use of the closure and the ‘ guillotine,’ whereby 
the discussion on Bills is so severely cut down that 
many clauses are never discussed at all. ‘ Pressure 
of business ’ is also the justification for StriCtly limiting 
the time allowed for the debates on the Estimates, 
which provide the only opportunity for surveying and 
criticising the work of the Departments. ‘ Pressure 
of business,’ once more, is the explanation given both 
for the increasing extent to which important matters 
are settled by Orders issued by the Departments, and 
for the faCt that there is praCtically no review or dis- 
cussion of these Orders by the House of Commons. 

Suppose the dictatorship of the Cabinet to be 
removed. Suppose the closure and the guillotine to 
be much more sparingly used — as they would be, if 
there were no Government majority to enforce them. 
Suppose debate to be free, and adequate time to be 
allowed for the full discussion of Bills and Eftimates. 
Would the necessary business ever be transacted ? 
As things now are, the answer (as the politicians say) 
muft be in the negative. And, that being so, it would 
appear that the suppression of free and effective 
criticism, and of the exercise of real control by the 
House of Commons, is the price that has to be paid 
for the transaction of the multifarious business of 
modern government. Muit, then, the omnipotent 
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but bewildered Cabinet, and the bureaucracy which 
thrives under the shadow of its omnipotence, be left 
to their own devices, checked only by such sporadic 
and ineffeftual ventilation of objeftions or grievances 
as the exiting arrangements allow ? 

This would be a sorry conclusion into which to find 
ourselves driven ; because it would mean that repre- 
sentative democracy cannot really control its own 
machinery of government, but muil increasingly pass 
under the dominion of bureaucracy. If we muh accept 
these conclusions, we need not be surprised to find the 
public respedl for Parliamentcontinuingto diminish, and 
the quality of those who seek eleftion to that once augu^l 
body continuing to deteriorate. For it is clear that 
our governing machine stands in serious need of more 
independent and effeftive supervision and criticism 
than it now receives, and that the need mu^l become 
greater as the complexity of government increases ; it 
is clear that bureaucracy is growing rapidly in power, 
and that its charafteri^ic and inherent defefts are not 
being checked ; it is clear that the omnipotent Cabinet 
is progressively unable to perform with any adequacy 
the vaft fundlions which it has assumed. And if we 
are to believe that Parliament, which is the only organ 
provided by our system for correfting these defefts, is 
quite unable to dp so, we may well become pessimiftic 
about the development of the system of government of 
which our fathers were so proud. 

But need we accept this pessimiftic conclusion ? 
We have admitted that, without the application of 
whip and curb by the Cabinet, the House of Commons 
could not get through its business as things now are. 
May there not be some hope in that qualifying phrase ? 
Is it not possible that the way in which the House of 
Commons carries on its work is not a good way, or a 
businesslike way ? Does the House perhaps fail to 
draw the diftinftion, which clearly ought to be drawn, 
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between the kind of work which can usefully be done 
by a very miscellaneous assembly of 6 1 5 members, and 
the kind of work which could be better done by smaller 
bodies, Committees of one sort or another ? Does it 
possibly wafte a good deal of its time, which is all too 
short for the business that has to be done ? Is its 
procedure possibly cumbered with antiquarian and 
time-devouring formalities, which could be dispensed 
with or simplified ? Is it, perhaps (like the Cabinet), 
so jealous or its all-embracing authority that it tries to 
do everything, fails to delegate where delegation is 
both possible and advantageous, and so leaves itself 
at the mercy of its mailers, who know how to use the 
plea of ‘ pressure of business ’ as a means of avoiding 
inconvenient discussions ? Until these questions have 
been decisively ‘ answered in the negative,’ we need 
not abandon hope of seeing the representative body of 
the nation in possession of an effeftive power of control 
over the nation’s Government. 

Those who have spent much time in the gallery of 
the House — especially at times when the Government 
of the day has a clear majority — will not carry away the 
impression that the House of Commons is a body 
overburdened with important and difficult duties. If 
they have the good luck to strike a Budget night, or a 
‘ full-dress debate ’ when the leading men on the front 
benches rise one after the other, they will indeed see a 
crowded and interested House, filling for the big 
speakers and emptying for the others — but not doing 
anything but liSten. On moSl ordinary evenings, once 
queSlion-time is over, they will see forty or fifty men 
and one or two women sprawling here and there on 
the benches, listening to — no, not as a rule listening to, 
but enduring — a speech from one of their number, 
while waiting for an opportunity to make speeches of 
their own. There will be other members in the 
House : some in the lobbies writing letters, others in 
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the library hunting out references for a speech or pre- 
paring an article, others in the smoke-rooms chatting 
or playing chess, others in the dining-rooms or on the 
terrace entertaining visitors ; none of them paying 
any attention to the debate, but all waiting to record 
their votes without having heard the arguments. 
There will also be others in clubs within call, or dining 
with friends, or at the theatre ; they will come in 
towards the end of the evening, ready to take part in 
divisions, having been told by their Whips that the 
discussion will be carried on until such an hour, when 
a division will take place : sometimes the discussion 
has to be artificially prolonged, in order to fulfil these 
promises. The debate itself will usually be found a 
very dreary affair : rarely a good speech will be heard, 
which may possibly raise a point that the Minister in 
charge of the Bill has not thought of, and perhaps 
persuade him to accept an amendment ; but often the 
speeches are solely meant for the reporters in the 
gallery, their purpose being, not to contribute to the 
solution of a national problem, but merely to impress 
distant constituents with the activity of their member. 
Nearly all the speeches are much too long, especially 
those from the front benches ; for even the leaft 
important of ex-Under-Secretaries thinks it beneath 
his dignity to speak for less than half an hour. Then 
will come the division, the result of which is nearly 
always known beforehand : the absent members pour 
in from the smoke-rooms and elsewhere, and march 
through the division-lobbies, taking a quarter of an 
hour to record a foregone conclusion. 

Possibly our visitor may ftrike an evening upon 
which a final block of E^imates is being taken, and 
many millions of the taxpayers’ money are being voted 
away. He will hear a miscellaneous discussion on 
many little points, none of them (as a rule) of firil-rate 
importance, but he will hear no discussion of the work 
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of the Department under review. There may be 
several divisions during the evening, each taking a 
quarter of an hour. Then the closure will be moved, 
which means that all the remaining votes are to be 
decided upon without discussion. Everybody knows 
that the closure will, and muft, be carried ; but there 
will probably be a division upon it, taking a quarter of 
an hour. Then the remaining votes will be put from 
the chair, one by one. Everybody knows they mu^l 
be carried ; nobody wants to rejeft them. But a 
division is challenged on each in turn, and the members 
spend the hours of the night in marching through the 
lobbies over and over again. What is the reason for 
this childish and humiliating proceeding ? It is that 
the record of the divisions in which he has voted is 
the only evidence that a member has attended to his 
parliamentary duties ; his opponents in his con^ituency 
will make things hot for him if he does not show a good 
record ; and therefore, by general agreement, a large 
number of quite useless divisions, each occupying a 
quarter of an hour, are taken on certain suitable 
occasions, to help slack members to make a decent 
figure. If there be any member so foolish as to 
despise these devices, and absent himself from this 
futility, he may pay for it when the next election comes. 

The visitor who has sat through, not one of the big 
debates, but such an evening as we have described, will 
come to the conclusion that the House of Commons 
might quite conceivably make a better use of much of 
its time. But how can it be persuaded or enabled to 
do so ? 

In any attempt to answer this queftion there is one 
important consideration which mu^l not be forgotten. 
The members of the House of Commons cannot be 
expelled to give their whole time to its work. Mo^ 
of them have other work to do : they are barristers, 
journalists, business men, bankers. Trade Union 
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officials, and so forth. And this is as it should be. 
The funftion of the House of Commons is to criticise 
the work of government from the point of view of the 
ordinary working life of the country. If the House 
consi^led of ‘ professional politicians ’ it would be 
badly constituted for its work. The salary of ,^400 a 
year which is paid to members does not turn them 
into professional politicians ; it is barely sufficient to 
compensate them for the additional expenses which 
membership involves, and the great majority of 
members have to face a real sacrifice when they are 
elected. Accordingly the work of the House has to 
be arranged with reference to the other claims upon 
the members’ time. 

On four days of the week — Monday to Thursday — 
the regular proceedings of the House begin at a quarter 
to three, and laSl until eleven or a little later, though on 
some occasions they are prolonged far into the night. 
The mo^l important business, and mo^l of the divisions, 
are usually taken in the evenings, after the working 
day is over. On Fridays business begins at eleven, 
in order that it may be wound up in the afternoon, in 
time to let members get away for the week-end, to 
their homes or their constituencies. Even with these 
arrangements, the member who is always in his place 
in the House will have spent at leaSl a ‘ forty-eight- 
hours week ’ in attendance. But there are few who 
do this. It is reasonable that the average member 
should absent himself from time to time, when no 
business in which he is specially concerned is under 
discussion : how else could he attend to his own affairs, 
or meet the demands of his conftituency and of his 
party, or even keep himself abreaft of the course of 
public affairs outside Parliament .? In recent years 
important Committees have been held in the mornings. 
They can only be regularly attended by those who are 
able to give almoft their whole time to parliamentary 
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work. The more this praftice is extended, the more 
the House will tend to be filled with whole-time or 
professional politicians; and this is not desirable; it 
would deftroy the charafter of the House. 

There is only one way of dealing with this difficulty. 
It is that the ordinary member, while of course playing 
his part in all big discussions on queftions of principle, 
should, in matters of detail (which fill the greater part 
of the time of the House), be encouraged and enabled 
in some degree to specialise. Only in this way can 
the great fund of varied knowledge and experience 
which any House of Commons contains be adequately 
used for the service of the nation. The exiting 
arrangement of business does not make this possible, 
but it should be the guiding principle in any attempt 
to improve the procedure of the House. 

The work of the House of Commons falls into four 
blocks. The fir^l consists of questions addressed to 
Minivers, which occupy the fir^ hour at each session. 
We have already said something on this head, and it 
need not occupy our attention further. The queftion- 
hour has now been organised in what seems a satis- 
fadlory way, and, as every questioner is assured of an 
answer, in writing if not orally, the provision made 
seems to be adequate. The only reform that seems to 
be needed is the devising of some means of checking 
the professional questioner, who asks his maximum 
number of questions every day, not so much for the 
purpose of eliciting information as of advertising 
himself; and, by doing so, prevents later questioners 
from obtaining an oral answer, which would allow 
useful ‘ supplementary questions ’ to be asked. But 
this is a point of minor importance. 

The second great block of business is legislation, 
including the approval of Orders and Regulations 
issued by the Departments. The third is finance and 
the detailed criticism of the work of the Departments. 
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The fourth is general discussions on matters of immedi- 
ate policy. We shall discuss these three categories in 
order, fir^l examining, in each case, the way in which 
the business is now managed, and then inquiring how, 
if at all, it could be improved. 


II. The Legislative Work oj the House oj Commons 

The legislative work of the House of Commons may 
be divided into four classes. Fir^l come the Public 
Bills proposed by private members — ‘ Public Bills ’ 
meaning Bills which will alter the general law of the 
land, and affedt the whole community. Next come 
the Public Bills initiated by the Government: these, 
together with financial business, occupy the major part 
of the time of the House. The third class consi^s of 
Private Bills — that is, Bills which affedt the interefts 
only of a sedtion of the community, such as the Bills 
promoted by Railway Companies or by municipalities. 
The fourth class consists of the Orders and Regula- 
tions, having the force of law, which are issued by 
various Departments, and which are supposed to have 
the sandlion of Parliament, though they are seldom 
discussed. 

I. Private Members' Bills. We have given the 
firft place to Private Members’ Bills because they are 
the only relics of the independent legislative power of 
Parliament, the only reminder of the days when moft 
Bills were introduced by private members. To-day 
they are of negligible importance. So far as pradtical 
results are concerned, the time devoted to them is 
merely wailed, for no private member’s Bill has a chance 
of passing unless the Government takes it over, which 
it pradlically never does. The time devoted to them is 
useful only as a means of ventilating ideas that would not 
otherwise be discussed. Under the Standing Orders 
Fridays are used for this purpose — Friday being a day 
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when the attendance is small, because many members 
are hurrying away to their business in the country. 
But in the later part of the session, when pressure of 
business is becoming severe, the Government usually 
annexes Fridays for its own work. The right of intro- 
ducing a Bill is determined by what is called a ‘ ballot ’ 
— the members who want to introduce Bills put down 
their names, and the order of priority among them is 
fixed by lot. Only the firft few names on the li^l have 
any chance of having their Bills discussed. Moft 
members put down their names, not because there is 
any specific proposal which they are particularly 
anxious to propose, but rather because they want the 
advertisement of having ‘ introduced a Bill ’ ; and 
when a member has the luck to get a high place in the 
ballot, he will often be heard asking his colleagues, or 
his party Whips, for suggeftions as to what he should 
propose. 

The existing arrangements seem to have little to 
recommend them : their chief result is a great deal of 
idle and resultless talk on Fridays. But it would be a 
pity to abandon the lail trace of independent initiative 
in legislation that survives in the House of Commons. 
Moreover, if we are to contemplate a balance of parties 
as the normal ^late of things in the future, there is 
much to be said for giving to the non-Government 
parties an opportunity of putting forward their pro- 
posals in definite legislative form, and for affording to 
special groups in the House a similar opportunity ; 
and the time allowed for private members’ Bills might 
be usefully employed in this way. In 1924 the miner 
members, forty-three in number, all balloted, on the 
underftanding that if any of them had luck in the 
ballot he should introduce a Bill embodying the official 
proposals of the Miners’ Federation for the re-organisa- 
tion of the coal indu^ry. This led to a useful and 
illuminating discussion ; and it would have been very 
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unfortunate if— as might easily have happened — the 
luck of the ballot had gone again^ the miners, and 
fallen exclusively to members who had nothing definite 
to advocate, but merely wished to introduce a Bill in 
order to say that they had done so. 

It may be suggefted, therefore, that the procedure 
on private members’ Bills should be amended, and 
turned into a really useful element in the work of the 
House, by some such provision as the following. At 
the beginning of each session a Committee representing 
all parties in the House should be set up — possibly 
the Committee of Seleftion, which now chooses the 
members of other Committees, would serve the pur- 
pose. To it any member, or any group of members 
(this would include the leaders of a non-Government 
party) should be entitled to send, not merely the title, 
but a precis of the heads of a Bill which he or they 
wished to introduce. The Committee should choose 
the Bills which were in its opinion moil deserving of 
discussion. Successive Fridays should be devoted to 
debates on the Second Readings of these Bills. Those 
which were carried by a sufficient majority — say two- 
thirds of those present — should then iland referred to 
one of the Standing Committees of the House for 
detailed consideration, and in due course should come 
before the whole House — not necessarily on a Friday — 
for the Report ilage and a Third Reading. Not many 
Bills would iland this ordeal. But the possibility 
would be there, and it would not depend wholly upon 
the will of the Government. Some element of the 
independent initiative of the House of Commons in 
legislation would be reftored without invading the 
primary responsibility of the Government for all the 
main legislative work of the session. 

2. Government Bills. These, which occupy nearly 
all the time that the House is able to devote to legisla- 
tion, are of two kinds : in each session there are a few 
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Bills that represent the conftruftive policy of the party 
in office, modified by the praftical knowledge of the 
Departments concerned ; and there are a number of 
Bills, often described as ‘ non-controversial,’ which are 
really proposed by the Departments, though fathered 
by the Cabinet. Many, perhaps mo^l, of these Bills 
nowadays contain a clause or clauses conferring upon 
the Department concerned subordinate powers of 
legislation by Order or Regulation ; these ought to be 
carefully watched. 

All these Bills — indeed, all Bills whatsoever — have 
to go through the same ftages. There is a Fir^ 
Reading, which is purely formal, and might be 
abandoned without loss ; after which the Bill is 
printed and circulated to members. Then comes the 
very important Second Reading debate, in which the 
principles and aims of the Bill, and its more out^anding 
proposals, are discussed. The time to be allotted to 
this debate is usually fixed beforehand by the Govern- 
ment, after consultation with the Whips of the other 
parties. When a Government has no majority, the 
Whips of the other parties are likely to insist upon a 
fuller allowance of time, on a controversial Bill, than 
the Government would like, and the Government will 
have to give way. It is important that, in these 
debates, every member who has anything material 
to say should have an opportunity of saying it. Unfor- 
tunately many members are crowded out because the 
available time is filled by long-winded and repetitive 
speeches. The ‘ front-benchers ’ in all parties, who 
have a sort of presumptive right to be heard, and who 
often seem to think that their importance is measured 
by the length of their speeches, are the wor^, but 
by no means the only, offenders. There is no limit 
to the length of speeches ; and the only proteftion 
available is the power vefted in the Speaker to call a 
member to order for irrelevance or repetition. It is 
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much to be desired that there should be some restric- 
tion of the length of speeches, capable of being 
elaSlically applied. 

The passage of the Second Reading of a Government 
Bill is a matter of course when the Government has a 
majority. It would not be quite so much a matter of 
course if the Government had no clear majority, and 
therefore the discussion would become more important. 
Even if a Bill were defeated on Second Reading, that 
should afford no reason for the Government’s resigna- 
tion, unless the Bill was the fulfilment of a very formal 
pledge given to the eleftors. In any case, the non- 
Government parties are not likely often to refuse a 
Second Reading to a Government Bill ; they will prefer 
to try to reconSlrudl it according to their ideas in the 
Committee Stage. 

The Committee Stage follows the Second Reading, 
and is the moSt time-devouring part of the process of 
legislation. The Bill has to be taken clause by clause, 
and hundreds of amendments are submitted. In 
recent years, the majority of Bills, especially those 
which are non-controversial, have been referred to one 
or other of six Standing Committees, each consisting of 
sixty or more members, or to a Select Committee 
chosen for the purpose. These Committees usually 
meet in the mornings. But in the case of important 
and very controversial Bills the House has hitherto 
always insisted that they should be dealt with in a 
Committee of the Whole House — that is, in an ordinary 
session, which differs from other sessions only in the 
faft that the rules of procedure are not so Strict, and 
that the Speaker vacates the Chair, and the task of 
presiding falls to the Chairman or Deputy-Chairman 
of Committees. 

Even in a Standing Committee, and Still more in a 
Committee of the Whole House, it is very difficult to 
get through all the clauses of a long Bill, and all the 
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innumerable amendments, within a reasonable time, 
and much depends upon the taft and skill of the 
Minister in charge of the Bill. The work is simplified 
by the power given to the Chairman to seleft, from a 
number of amendments bearing on the same point, the 
one which he judges to deal moft clearly and efFedlively 
with the que^ion. Tedious discussions are abridged 
by the Closure — a motion that the queftion be now put, 
which, if accepted by the Chairman, is put without 
discussion, and if carried is followed by an immediate 
vote upon the clause or the amendments under dis- 
cussion. But even this is often not enough, especially 
in Committee of the Whole House ; and, after a time. 
Government will often propose a sy^em of ‘ Closure 
by Compartments,’ popularly known as the Guillotine, 
under which a certain number of clauses, with all the 
amendments upon them, muft be disposed of within a 
certain time. The almost invariable result is that the 
time is all swallowed up on the earlier clauses or 
amendments, and the remainder are voted through 
without discussion, by the force of the Government 
majority. This is a highly unsatisfadlory method of 
procedure, because it means that many objeftionable 
things may slip through without even being discussed. 
All Governments use it, when they can ; all Oppositions 
objeft to it, and often prolong the discussions on the 
earlier clauses of the compartment in order to be able 
to say that the later clauses have been forced through 
without discussion. A minority Government, there- 
fore, will seldom be able to use the Guillotine, and 
never so freely as a Government with a majority. If 
minority Governments are to become common, some 
more satisfactory method will have to be discovered. 
But this is, in any case, necessary, if the control of the 
House of Commons over legislation is not to become 
almost farcical. 

The difficulty arises mainly when Bills are discussed 
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in Committees of the Whole House: partly because 
these are usually the moft controversial Bills ; but ^ill 
more because a Committee of the Whole House — a 
Committee of 615 persons who come and go, and few 
of whom are at any given moment present at the 
aftual discussion — is the worft imaginable means of 
seriously discussing the details of a Bill. ’ Everybody is 
prolific in amendments, because everybody likes to 
have the credit of having proposed them. Speeches 
are needlessly long-winded and tedious, because they 
will be reported in Hansard, whereas Hansard does not 
report the speeches in Standing and - Seleft Com- 
mittees. The same points are repeated over and over 
again, partly because the members are determined to 
fire off their prepared harangues, but also because they 
often drift into the House and out again, and do not 
know that all their points have been made already. 

It ought to be possible to bring to an end this dreary 
and often fruitless wa^le of time, which not only does 
not contribute to make legislation efficient, but often 
results in its being adopted without adequate con- 
sideration. No Bills, however important, ought to be 
discussed in Committee of the Whole House : the 
Whole House has its appropriate opportunities of 
discussion, fir^l on the Second Reading, and then, on 
the Bill as amended, at the Report ^age and on the 
Third Reading. These ought to be sufficient; and 
the work of detailed consideration and amendment 
ought to be entrusted to those members who have 
special qualifications for dealing with the subjedl of the 
Bill. 

Even the Standing Committees are too large — their 
minimum membership is sixty, but this number may 
be considerably increased. It is, of course, essential 
that every point of view should be represented; but 
a Committee of thirty (with the possibility of additional 
members) should be enough for this purpose, and a 
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body of this size would do the work better — if for no 
other reason, because there would not be so many 
people anxious to hear their own voices. The Com- 
mittees should perhaps be more numerous, so that a 
number of Bills — Private Members’ Bills as well as 
Government Bills — might be discussed concurrently. 

As for the plague of amendments, this is always 
less serious when a Bill is discussed in a real Committee 
than when it is discussed in Committee of the Whole 
House, because the opportunities of self-advertise- 
ment are not so great. There need be no fear that they 
would be insufficient in number. The political 
parties, and various special groups, are in the habit of 
drawing up the amendments that they think necessary, 
and they could always be sure of representation on the 
Committee. The right of any member to move an 
amendment to any Bill cannot, of course, be impaired. 
But it might be open to any member to be present 
during the discussion of any clause which he wished 
to amend, and to explain the purport of his amendment 
to the Committee if he so desired. It would be a 
useful provision that a record of the attendance of all 
members at all Committees of the House should be 
kept, and published at intervals. This would be a 
far better evidence of the members’ attention to their 
parliamentary duties than the division lifts. 

The adoption of these methods would increase the 
efficiency of legislation, and reduce the wafte of time 
which now takes place. But it would not remove 
another serious deleft which results from the present 
methods of discussion — the chaotic and unintelligible 
form in which Bills now often emerge from the Com- 
mittee ftage, to become subsequently the cause of 
bewilderment to the ordinary citizen, and to the law- 
courts which have to interpret and enforce them. 
One remedy for this would be that there should be 
attached to^each Committee a skilled parliamentary 
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draftsman. It would be his duty to redraft each clause, 
or group of clauses, as the Committee completed it, 
incorporating the subftance of the amendments 
adopted, but not necessarily using their precise words, 
or keeping them in the precise place where they were 
inserted. He would report the result of his work to 
the Committee for its acceptance; and thus the Bill 
would emerge in an intelligible and workmanlike form. 
This is the kind of work which draftsmen do in the 
preliminary ilage when a Bill is being incubated ; the 
same kind of work is needed when it is being recon- 
ilrufted in Committee. 

Finally comes the ftage when the Committee 
Reports its completed work to the House. There is 
another general debate on the amended Bill ; final 
amendments can be inserted ; and then, after a Third 
Reading, the Bill passes to the House of Lords. 

It is sugge^ed that the procedure here described 
would not only save much time, but would ensure far 
more efficient legislation, ensure that every Bill was 
fully considered, draw an intelligible di^linftion 
between discussions on broad issues which are proper 
to the House as a whole and discussions on detail 
which should be left to a smaller body, and reftore the 
effeftive control of Parliament over the legislation put 
forth with its authority. The system would work 
as well under a minority Government as under a 
majority Government. Perhaps it would work better ; 
because under a minority Government — especially in a 
House elefted by proportional representation — party 
feeling would not run so high, and the members of a 
Committee would feel a higher sense of responsibility 
for their work when they were not arrayed against one 
another as a didlatorial majority and a fighting 
Opposition. 

3. Private Bills. Bills are conftantly promoted by 
public companies (such as Railway or Gas Companies, 
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whose powers have been conferred upon them by 
Statute), or ftatutory authorities (such as the Port of 
London Authority), or local authorities, who desire to 
have special new powers conferred upon them. In 
these cases a special procedure is followed. The Bill 
cannot be introduced (under the Standing Orders) 
until all persons intere^ed (such as landowners whose 
land a railway proposes to acquire) have been duly 
notified. Normally it will be given formal Firft and 
Second Readings by the House, unless some new 
principle is involved which, it is felt, ought to be dealt 
with by a general law. It is then referred to a Private 
Bill Committee, usually consifting of four members of 
the House, before whom the promoters of the Bill and 
those who are opposed to it appear through counsel, 
and evidence is taken. The proceedings, in short, are 
rather judicial than legislative in form ; they are an 
inquiry rather than a debate, and the members of the 
Committee aft as impartial judges. Private Bill 
procedure is exceedingly coftly, mainly because of the 
extremely high fees charged by counsel, and the coft 
of expert witnesses, etc. 

During the laft generation many queftions which 
would formerly have been dealt with in this way have 
been transferred to the appropriate Departments of 
Government, which hold a local inquiry, and then 
issue a Provisional Order, which has to be subsequently 
confirmed by Parliament. Thus, for example, if a 
municipal borough wants to extend its boundaries, 
inftead of promoting a Bill for the purpose, it can apply 
to the Miniftry of Health, which will inftitute a local 
incjuiry and hear all olfieftions before issuing a Pro- 
visional Order. One of the advantages of this method 
is that the Department concerned can ensure that 
certain general principles are observed in all cases of 
the same kind, and that the general laws are not 
departed from without very good reason. The Private 



215 House of Commons : Its Work 

Bill Committees cannot well do this. It has therefore 
been found necessary to set up a Standing Committee 
of the House of Commons on local legislation, whose 
business it is to ensure that the proposals embodied in 
local Private Bills do not deviate unnecessarily from 
the provisions of the general law on the subjeft. But 
this work also, it would seem, could be far better done 
by the experts in the Departments, provided (the 
proviso is important) that they did not have the laft 
word. 

In short there are ^rong reasons for believing that 
the very coftly and time-devouring procedure of the 
Private Bill Committees might be wholly brought to 
an end and replaced by inquiries held by the appro- 
priate Departments, to be followed by Provisional 
Orders which would be subjeft to the approval of 
Parliament. This would have the effeft not only of 
saving a great deal of money to the bodies which now 
have to promote Private Bills ; it would also bring the 
grant of powers to these bodies under a coherent and 
sy^ematic review ; it would release the members of 
Parliament who now spend laborious hours upon work 
of a highly technical kind for which they are not 
necessarily well fitted ; and it would save an appre- 
ciable amount of parliamentary time now spent upon 
the formalities attending the process of Private Bill 
legislation. 

But if these additional legislative powers are to be 
conferred upon the Departments, it is essential to make 
sure that the Departments shall have merely the 
initiation and the shaping of these proposals, not the 
final decision upon them. It is not enough that a 
Provisional Order Confirmation Bill should be intro- 
duced and run through all its ^ages without debate, as 
now often happens; it is necessary that the Orders 
themselves should have been examined beforehand, 
not by the House as a whole, which is not likely to 
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take such work seriously, but by some competent 
Committee afting on behalf of the House, whose 
favourable report would be an assurance that the 
House was ju^ified in giving its assent, but whose 
refusal to approve would almost certainly lead to a 
‘ reference back.’ But in discussing this possible 
amplification of the powers wielded by the Depart- 
ments, we are already approaching the fourth block 
of legislative work which falls upon Parliament — 
namely, the supervision of the funftions of subordinate 
legislation exercised by the bureaucracy. 

4. Confirmation of Orders^ Regulations^ etc. In a 
previous chapter (pp. 59-63) we have laid stress upon the 
extraordinary recent development of what we have 
called ‘ adminiftrative legislation,’ by means of clauses 
in various Afts of Parliament conferring upon ‘ the 
Minifter ’ of this Department or that the power of 
issuing Orders which shall have the force of law ; and, 
following the diftinguished lead given by the Lord 
Chief Ju^ice, we have pointed out the great danger of 
allowing this process to go on unchecked. It may 
appear to the reader that we have been inconsistent in 
urging, as we did in the laSl section, that these Depart- 
mental legislative powers should be immensely increased 
by adding to them all the work now done by the Private 
Bill procedure of Parliament. But the objeftion is not 
to the performance of this work by the Departments : 
though in some instances it may have been extended 
too greatly, this work is a very great relief to Parlia- 
ment, and, in the firSl inSlance, it can undeniably be 
beSl done by the Departments, which have command of 
all the requisite technical knowledge. The objeftion 
is that this work is either wholly uncontrolled, or very 
imperfeftly controlled, by the supreme legislative 
authority by which it is delegated ; and in proportion 
as this control becomes unreal, the dangerously 
independent power of bureaucracy increases. 
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The enormous volume of subordinate or adminiilra- 
tive legislation which is now enafted every year falls 
into tluee categories, according to the degree to which 
Parliament has (generally without realising what it 
was doing) abdicated its own theoretical supremacy. 

(1) In the fir^l place, there are Provisional Orders, 
which are issued after an inquiry, and have to be 
subsequently confirmed by an Aft of Parliament. 
These largely deal with cases which used to be dealt 
with by Private Bills ; and if the suggestion we have 
made in the laft seftion were adopted, the number of 
Orders of this type would be greatly increased. In 
theory Parliament exercises full control over Orders 
of this type, seeing that they have to be confirmed by a 
special Aft. But when such an Aft is introduced 
with the authority of the Government, the House of 
Commons, which has so much else to do, usually 
passes it through all its Stages without criticism, unless 
some member has special reasons for objefting to it. 
The House is not a suitable tribunal for re-arguing 
questions of this kind. It would be much better if 
every Provisional Order could be examined by a 
suitable Committee of the House before being sub- 
mitted to it. This would not exclude the possibility 
of an objeftion being raised in any particular case, but 
it would give a real assurance that the matter had been 
considered, and that the authority of the House was 
not being too lightly given. 

(2) In the second place, there are Orders or Regula- 
tions issued under the authority of clauses in Afts of 
Parliament, and required to ‘ lie on the table ' for a 
prescribed period. In some cases they do not come 
into force until the prescribed period has elapsed 
without objeftion being taken ; in other cases they 
come into force at once, but may be invalidated if an 
objeftion is taken and upheld. An example of this 
type of Order is a wage-rate for a particular class of 
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workers made by a Trade Board, and endorsed by the 
Ministry of Labour. It is nobody’s business to draw 
the attention of the House to these Orders, or to 
initiate a discussion on them. The Miniver of the 
Department concerned naturally desires that they 
should pass quietly. Some of them are not very 
important, but others affect the interests of large 
seftions of the community. It is wrong that these 
enaftments should receive the authority of the House 
without ever being considered by it, or by anybody on 
its behalf. But they are very numerous, and likely 
to become more so. It would be impossible to find 
time for any discussion of them by the House as a 
whole. The only feasible way of meeting the diffi- 
culty is that some competent Committee of the House 
should consider them, if possible before they are ‘ laid 
on the table,’ and direft the attention of the House to 
them if they seemed either to exceed the powers 
veiled in the Department, or to use these powers 
unwisely. This would at leaft provide some assurance 
that the matters dealt with had been independently 
considered, and not left to the absolute discretion of 
the Department ; it would be a real and effedlive check 
upon the growth of one of the moft dangerous aspedls 
or bureaucratic power. 

(3) In the third place, there is a large number of 
Orders, etc., which are not even required to be ‘ laid 
on the table,’ but obtain the force of law by the mere 
fiat of ‘ the Miniver,’ and this, of course, means the 
Department. Clauses giving this unqualified power 
should never be allowed to pass. They probably 
would not have been allowed to pass if the legislative 
procedure of the House had been efficient, and if the 
ruling majority had not been too ready to assume that 
whatever was endorsed by the Cabinet mu^l be right. 
They will probably be much more carefully watched 
if the legislative procedure is improved, and if the 
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dictatorship of a majority Cabinet disappears. Then, 
and not till then, will bureaucracy be brought under 
proper control. But something ought to be done to 
rectify the mi^akes already made, and especially those 
extraordinary cases in which the Department has 
actually been given power to alter by Order some of 
the provisions of the ACt under which the Orders are 
issued. The House of Commons ought to in^itute 
an inquiry into all cases in which the power to issue 
Orders has not been made subjeCt to the ultimate 
control of Parliament, and ought to pass an Act 
rescinding or amending all such clauses, and requiring 
that all such Orders should ‘ lie on the table ’ for a 
prescribed period, and be dealt with in the way sug- 
ge^ed above, or in some other way. Equally it ought 
to inve^igate the cases in which ‘ the Miniver ’ has 
been given power to settle disputed points in such a 
way as to deprive the persons concerned of any chance 
of defending their rights in a Court of Law. 

We have suggested that all these very numerous 
Orders of various types should be examined by Com- 
mittees of the House. But what Committees should 
they be ? Manife^ly they cannot be the Standing or 
SeleCl Committees that deal with Bills : these already 
have their hands full. Should there be a single 
Committee to deal, with all Orders, ju^l as there has 
been a single Committee to deal with all local legisla- 
tion ? This would be imprafticable, because not only 
the number, but the range and variety of these Orders 
are so great that no Committee could deal with them 
all satisfactorily ; the work would be tedious, and it 
would be perfunctorily done. In dealing with this 
class of Administrative Legislation, we muSt recognise 
that it lies on the margin between legislation and 
administration. It could therefore beSt be dealt with 
by bodies that had some knowledge of, and were in 
touch with, the administrative work of the Depart- 
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ments. In the next sedlion we shall see that such 
bodies are needed on other grounds. Without 
anticipating the argument on that head, it may be 
suggefted that Committees of the House which will 
be in contaft with the work of the Departments con- 
cerned are the proper bodies to examine and review 
the subordinate legislation for which these Departments 
are responsible. 

We have now surveyed the four different types of 
legislative work carried on in the House of Commons, 
and have suggested improvements of procedure, not 
dra^ic but subftantial, in regard to each of them. The 
effeft of these changes, taken as a whole, would be 
materially to reduce the amount of time expended 
upon legislative work by the House as a whole, 
limiting it to the discussion of general principles, while 
giving to all or moft of its members an opportunity of 
taking an effective part in the work of detailed amend- 
ment in the Bills in which they were moft intere^ed ; 
at the same time, the work would be more carefully and 
less slovenly done, and an effeftive but not unduly 
burdensome control would be e^ablished over the 
subordinate legislation entru^ed to the Departments. 


III. The Control of Finance and of Administration 

We have next to consider the work of the House of 
Commons in the sphere of finance, and in the detailed 
control of administration — the control of the broad 
policy of the Government being otherwise dealt with. 
It is impossible to separate these two functions, control 
of finance and control of administration ; because it is 
the fadt that it has to find the money for all the work of 
all the Departments which gives to the House its 
ultimate authority ; and, as we have repeatedly noted, 
the discussion of the Estimates provides the only 
opportunity for detailed criticism. The control of 
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finance is the unshared prerogative of the House of 
Commons ; in this sphere, unlike that of legislation, 
it does not share its power — or its responsibility — with 
the House of Lords. All the more remarkable is it, 
therefore, that of all the functions of the House of 
Commons this is the lea^ efficiently performed. When 
it deals with legislation, if it does not initiate, it does at 
leaft substantially alter, the Bills submitted to it, and 
often makes a mess of them. When it deals with the 
general policy of the Cabinet, as we shall see, its 
debates, even if not leading up to any definite resolution 
or decision, exercise a very important influence. But 
when it deals with the all-important subject, its own 
special subject, of finance, it seems to be almoSl 
impotent. Why is this, and how can it be altered ? 

The procedure in regard to finance is elaborate, and 
has been fixed by long tradition. In the autumn of 
each year the Departments prepare their Estimates 
for the coming year (April to March). They do not 
merely set down a lump sum : they have to go into 
great detail, so much for this purpose and so much for 
that, and their completed Estimates are very elaborate 
and complicated documents. The Estimates are then 
closely examined and revised by the Treasury, which 
is the chief watch-dog againSt extravagance. They are 
then laid before the Cabinet. The Cabinet cannot 
possibly discuss them in detail. But if it is in an 
economising mood it may demand that this Depart- 
ment or that shall reduce its Estimates by so many 
millions — a demand that is likely to lead to hot dis- 
cussion. Finally, the Estimates are laid before the 
House of Commons. 

The House of Commons has three duties to per- 
form : (A) It has to examine the Estimates, and pass 
every separate vote : it is supposed to satisfy itself 
that every branch of national administration is carried 
on efficiently and at the leaSt possible coSt — an under- 
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taking which is impossible unless it is able to examine 
closely the working of each Department. (B) It has 
to provide the needful funds for the purpose, and to 
decide whether new taxes should be imposed or old 
ones remitted. (C) It has to review the whole financial 
position of the nation. For these purposes it resolves 
itself into Committees of the Whole House — it beconies 
a Committee of Supply when it is reviewing the 
Estimates and deciding how much is to be spent on 
this or that ; it becomes a Committee of Ways and 
Means when it is considering how the money is to be 
found. The House and the two Committees are 
of course the same body, except that the Speaker is 
in the Chair when the House is sitting, and the Chair- 
man of Committees is in the Chair when either of the 
Committees is sitting. The House passes back and 
forth from one of these incarnations to the other in a 
way that mu^ often be bewildering to the uninftrufted 
observer in the gallery. , Once a year, as soon after 
the end of the financial year (March 3 1) as possible, the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, in the Committee of 
Ways and Means, takes a general view of the financial 
position in his Budget Statement, which is followed by 
a general discussion : he reviews the income and 
expenditure of the la^ year, anticipates the probable 
income and expenditure of the next year, and sets 
forth the proposals for increase or reduftion of taxation 
which he intends to ask the Committee of Ways and 
Means to approve. 

The work of these two Committees — Supply, and 
Ways and Means — goes on at intervals, mainly during 
the spring and summer, but also at other times ; for, 
besides making the main provision for the year, the 
Committee of Supply will have to deal later with 
Supplementary Eftimates ; and the Committee of 
Ways and Means may have to make provision for 
additional outlay required by some Aft of Parliament — 
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an Aft by itself is not sufficient for the purpose ; its 
financial provisions always have to be specially endorsed 
in the traditional way. The final outcome of the work 
of the Committee of Ways and Means is the annual 
Finance Aft, which defines the taxes for the year, and 
may include many provisions of a financial charafter, 
such as rules for the assessment and colleftion of 
Income Tax. The final outcome of the work of the 
Committee of Supply is the annual Appropriation 
Aft, which defines in great detail exaftly how much 
money may be spent by each Department for this 
purpose or that. 

All the revenue collefted under the Finance Aft, as 
well as other taxes which are levied under more 
permanent Afts, and indeed all revenues accruing to 
the Government, are paid into the Consolidated Fund, 
in the Bank of England. Not a penny may be drawn 
from the Consolidated Fund by any Department for 
any purpose not authorised by the Appropriation Aft. 
If the money voted for any purpose has not been spent 
by the end of the year, it may not (with a few special 
exceptions) be used for any other purpose in the same 
Department, nor may it be handed over to the next 
year : on March 3 1 all balances of this kind are paid 
over to the Sinking Fund for the reduftion of the 
National Debt. It is the business of a high official, 
known as the Comptroller and Auditor-General, who 
is as independent of the Government as any of the 
judges, to see that these rules are observed to the letter. 
He draws up a detailed report for each year, which 
goes to the House of Commons and is by it referred 
for examination to a Standing Committee known as the 
Committee of Accounts. It takes about two years for 
this report to be prepared, so thoroughly is it done. 
But it ensures absolutely that not a penny is spent for 
any purpose for which the House of Commons has 
not specifically voted it. 
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On the surface this elaborate sy^em might seem to 
provide adequate safeguards againft the wa^le or 
misuse of the national revenues. And in one respeft 
the safeguards are entirely adequate : there is absolute 
assurance that the money is spent exadlly for the 
purposes for which the House of Commons has voted 
It, and that no money is spent which the House of 
Commons has not voted. But the real question is : 
Does the House of Commons genuinely and efficiently 
perform the vitally important functions assigned to 
It in this scheme, or does it perform them only in a 
perfundlory and nominal way r Does it really decide 
what taxes are to be raised .? Does it really review and 
underhand the financial position of the nation ? Does 
it vote the E^imates, knowing exaftly what it is doing 
and why it is doing it — or, in other words, does it really 
control the work of the Departments, and ensure that 
they are both efficiently and economically carried on } 
In regard to the voting of taxes, the answer is reassur- 
ing. The House of Commons does control the taxes 
that are imposed upon the country, so far as the Cabinet 
(when it has a majority) allows it to do so. It is true 
that no ordinary member of the House, but only the 
Cabinet, may propose any taxes ; the House may only 
rejeft or reduce them. But this is a sound provision, 
which makes for economy, and it is necessary as a 
means of driving home the responsibility of the Cabinet. 
It is true, also, that when the Cabinet has a big majority 
it will usually be able to carry the taxes it proposes. 
But this is not always so. For example, in 1928 
the omnipotent Baldwin Cabinet, with its exceptionally 
docile majority of two to one, proposed a tax on light 
oils, which would have increased the coft of kerosene 
in every cottage. The House of Commons compelled 
it to withdraw the kerosene tax, and to find other 
means of financing its expenditure. The House thus 
can and does condemn some bad and unpopular taxes, 
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and force the Cabinet to find alternatives. The 
Committee of Ways and Means, in which this work 
is done, is a suitable body for the purpose ; it is a 
Committee of the Whole House, but the Whole 
House is interested in the taxes that have to be paid by 
the whole community, and therefore the discussions 
are real discussions. It may be said that if there was 
not a Government majority, the House might irre- 
sponsibly cancel taxes, and leave the Government 
without sufficient means to meet its obligations. But 
the House is a responsible body. It authorises the 
purposes for which the money is to be spent, and 
recognises that it mu^l find the means for meeting 
this expenditure. A refusal of funds would be a 
legitimate ground for a Cabinet’s resignation; and 
those who brought it about would know that they 
would have to face the problem themselves if they 
succeeded to office. 

To the second queftion — whether the House of 
Commons obtains an adequate view of the financial 
position as a whole — the answer is much less satis- 
faftory. It does not and cannot do so, because neither 
the annual Budget Statement nor the Accounts and 
Eftimates provide it with the means of doing so, owing 
to the way in which the accounts are kept. No 
business man — especially in these days, when a proper 
syftem of accounting is held to be indispensable to 
efficiency — would for a moment permit the accounts 
of his business to be kept and presented in the way 
in which the accounts of the immense business of the 
nation are kept and presented. They are purely what 
a business man would call “ cash accounts ” : they 
simply show how much money came in during the year, 
and how much went out, but they do not distinguish 
between what is properly due to the year’s working and 
what is really due to other years. In the year 1 926-7, 
for example, receipts to the extent of ;^47,ooo,ooo were 
Q 
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included, some of which were an anticipation of the 
revenue of the next year, while moif of them represented 
arrears of revenue from many previous years. What 
is worse, no clear di^indion is drawn between income 
account and capital account : thus, for example, 
IfioOfOOO for the sale of shares in the British DyedufFs 
Corporation was entered in 1926-7 as part of the 
revenue of the year, because the cash came in during 
the year ; while the money spent, say, by the Foredry 
Department upon buying land and planting it with 
trees is entered as part of the expenditure of the year, 
though it represents a capital invedment which will 
yield a remunerative return in the future. No 
didindion is drawn between two vitally different forms 
of ‘ debt.’ If we spend ,^50,000,000 of borrowed 
money in a war, that is a ‘ dead-weight ’ debt, upon 
which we shall have to pay intered until the capital 
is wiped out, and get nothing in return. But if the 
Pod Office spends (as it often does) ,^50,000,000 of 
borrowed money upon telephone indallation, it is 
making an invedment upon which it will get a very 
profitable return, far more than sufficient to pay the 
intered on the loan ; and it is adding permanently to 
the wealth of the nation. No didindion is drawn 
between these very different forms of capital outlay, 
one of which burdens, while the other enriches the 
nation ; they are confused in the accounts, because both 
represent the expenditure of borrowed money on 
which intered has to be paid. 

The result is that it is extremely difficult to get from 
the national accounts any clear ideas as to the exad 
financial position of the State; and it will not be 
possible to deal with that vitally important quedion in 
a business-like way until the accounts are put upon a 
business-like footing. We ought to have, every year, 
not only (what we get now) a cash account of the money 
adually received and spent during the year ; we ought 
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also to get an Income and Expenditure account, show- 
ing what the real income on the year’s working was ; 
and we ought to get a proper Capital Account, dis- 
tinguishing clearly between dead-weight debt and 
revenue-earning investment. 

Even more unsatisfadlory are the Accounts and 
Estimates of the separate Departments. They show 
exaftly how much is to be spent, or has been spent, 
under each head. But they do not show the coSt of 
services rendered by other Departments, so that it is 
never possible to tell exactly how much any particular 
service is coSling the nation. For example, about one- 
third of the aftual co^l of running the Foreign Office 
and the Colonial Office does not appear in the Estimates 
of these Departments, but is scattered over the Esti- 
mates of other Departments, such as the PoSl Office. 
The result is that while the Accounts and Estimates are 
perfectly adequate for the purpose of deciding whether 
more money has been spent than has been voted, they 
are of praftically no use for the purpose of teSting 
whether the Departments are being efficiently and 
economically worked. In 1918 a Parliamentary Com- 
mittee held an inquiry into the working of the syStem, 
and heard a great deal of evidence. One witness, 
who had been Accounting Officer to the Ministry of 
Munitions, went so far as to say that the Estimates 
furnished to Parliament were not worth the paper they 
were written on from the point of view or parlia- 
mentary control ; and this was the conclusion at which 
the Committee arrived. Sir John (now Lord) Brad- 
bury, the Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, 
pointed out that “ the control of expenditure, in the 
sense of securing that the various public services are 
efficiently administered at a reasonable coSl, was no 
part of the objeft which the framers (of the scheme of 
parliamentary grants) had in view.” That is, no 
doubt, true : the aim of the scheme is to ensure that 
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the money is spent for the purposes for which it is 
voted, not to ensure that the purposes are right, or 
well served, or that the money voted is not more than 
is needed. 

It appears, then, that Parliament cannot exercise the 
control over the working of the bureaucracy which it 
ought to exercise, until the Accounts and Eftimates of 
the Departments are presented in a very different way. 
Moreover, the difficulty which ftands in the way of 
parliamentary control ftands also in the way of Cabinet 
control (if the Cabinet ever had time to attempt it) or 
even of Treasury control. This is surely a faft of 
grave importance, which demands attention. It is, 
along with the doftrine of minifterial responsibility and 
the diftatorship of majority Cabinets, one of the main 
causes of the growth of uncontrolled bureaucratic 
power. 

Even if the accounts of the Departments were pre- 
sented in the cleared form, the exercise of any effeftive 
control over their working mu^l be impossible so 
long as the House of Commons pursues its present 
methods of dealing with the Estimates. As a rule, 
twenty days in the parliamentary year are devoted to 
the Eftimates of a score of Departments, some of which 
spend tens of millions of pounds, and have enormous 
staffs performing very varied fundfions. Cuftom 
prescribes that the non-Government parties shall be 
entitled to say which Estimates are to be taken on 
certain days. They use these occasions, not for the 
purpose of examining what the chosen Departments are 
doing, but for debates on queftions of Government 
policy. They will move that the salary of the Minister 
of Labour be reduced by ,^100, in order to call attention 
to the need of providing work for the unemployed; 
they will not inquire whether there are too many or too 
few Labour Exchanges, and whether they are properly 
faffed. ^They will move that the salary of the Colonial 
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Secretary be reduced by ;^ioo, in order to call attention 
to the policy that is being pursued in Kenya; they 
will not inve^ligate the faffing and fundions of the 
Colonial Office. These debates have their value ; but 
they take up mod of the scanty time allowed for one 
of the mod important duties of the House of Commons. 

If, by chance, an attempt is made to deal with the 
funftion of adminidrative control, and a proposal is 
made (for example) that the daff of the Admiralty 
should be reduced to its pre-war numbers, the Cabinet 
will take this as a vote of censure on itself, and its 
majority will be called into play to defeat the motion. 
The Committee which inquired in 1918 into the work- 
ing of the sydem of control over the Edimates reported 
that “ there has not been a single indance in the lad 
twenty-five years when the House of Commons, by 
its own dired adion, has reduced, on financial grounds, 
any Edimate submitted to it. . . . So far as the 
dired effedive control of proposals for expenditure is 
concerned, it would be true to say that if the Edimates 
were never presented and the Committee of Supply 
never set up, there would be no noticeable difference.” 

This is a very grave situation, especially when we 
remember how vad is the expenditure of the Depart- 
ments, how it mounts up every year, how its amount is 
in reality fixed by the demands of the Departments 
themselves, and how the independent authority wielded 
by the officials of the Departments increases every year. 
Clearly something mud be done to deal with this 
situation, and to give to the representatives of the 
nation a real and effedive, not a merely nominal and 
inoperative, control over our huge machine of govern- 
ment. But how is this to be done ? 

It is plain that, even if the accounts were reformed, 
a Committee of the Whole House — a committee of 
615 members who drift in and out — could never tackle 
this vad and complex task, and could certainly never 
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tackle it in the few days allotted by Standing Orders 
to the Eftimates. Smaller and more workmanlike 
bodies, reporting to Parliament, mu^ undertake the 
task, if it is to be undertaken at all ; they mu^l have 
the assi^ance of accountancy experts who can make 
their way through the mystery of the accounts ; and 
they muft have full access to all necessary information 
about the aftual work of the Departments. The 
Committee of 1918 recommended that two or three 
Standing Committees on E^imates, each having 
fifteen members, should be set up, and should be armed 
with these powers ; they were to report to the House 
when it went into Committee of Supply on any block 
of Estimates which they had been able to examine, and 
were to make any sugge^ions as to possible reductions 
of expenditure which seemed to them desirable. 
These recommendations have only been carried out 
in a very emasculated form. One Eftimates Com- 
mittee has been set up, but without expert advice. It 
cannot possibly tackle the whole vaft range of all the 
Departments, especially while the accounts are pre- 
sented in the present form. It has accordingly been 
an ineffectual body. 

The reason for this failure to develop a better 
syClem undoubtedly is that the Cabinet is exceedingly 
jealous of any invasion of ‘ Cabinet responsibility ’ — 
even when the Cabinet itself has no time to deal with 
the problems that need consideration, and would be 
quite unable to tackle them if it had. So long as the 
Cabinet wields the dictatorship which a parliamentary 
majority gives to it, this will prove an insuperable 
obllacle to any effective syCtem of parliamentary 
control. And behind the Cabinet is the bureaucracy 
of the Departments, hating the idea of any meddlesome 
interference by Parliament, and, probably, thanking 
its ^tars that the Estimates are presented in such a form 
as to make such interference impracticable. 
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Among the countries that have adopted representa- 
tive government, Britain ilands almost alone in having 
made no attempt to give reality to the control of the 
representative body over the details of expenditure, 
and over the work of adminiftration, in the only way 
in which this can in praftice be done — by delegating 
the work to committees of workmanlike size who 
will report to the House. Nearly all parliamentary 
countries have a committee system for this purpose. 
The mo^l highly developed syftems are those of 
America and France. Both are open to serious 
criticism; but that is no reason why we should not 
have a better system — certainly it is no reason why we 
should be content to have no system at all. 

In the United States there used to be a Ways and 
Means Committee and an Appropriations Committee 
of the House of Representatives corresponding to our 
Ways and Means and Supply Committees, though 
they were not Committees of the Whole House. But 
during the laft forty years the work of the Appro- 
priations Committee has been divided between nine 
Standing Committees, each of which deals with the 
Estimates submitted by one of the Departments of 
State. These Committees wield immense power : 
they summon Minivers and Permanent Officials to 
appear before them and submit to questions in regard 
to any item of expenditure. As, under the American 
syftem. Minivers are not members of the House, and 
therefore cannot diredlly influence the proceedings, 
these Committees with their Chairmen become almost 
rival Ministers; and as the American system has no 
such wholesome rule as we have, providing that no 
expenditure can be proposed except by the Govern- 
ment, the Committees often propose expenditure that 
is not asked for, besides cutting down the proposals 
embodied in the E^imates. For these reasons, the 
sy^em has its defers. But it has at leaft this virtue. 
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that the representative body wields a real control over 
the work of adminiftration, through its series of com- 
mittees corresponding with the principal Departments. 

In France the work of the Chamber of Deputies 
(apart from big debates on general issues) mainly falls 
into the hands of a series of Committees, broadly 
corresponding to the main Departments of Govern- 
ment. To them all Bills are referred for detailed 
amendment, and they also have a high degree of control 
over the adminiftrative Departments, having the power 
to call officials before them and to recommend to the 
Chamber any changes they may think desirable. The 
moil important of these Committees is the Budget 
Committee, to which, every year, the Budget prepared 
by the Finance Miniver is referred. For its con- 
sideration, the Committee divides itself into sedlions, 
and goes through all the proposals in detail, making 
what changes it thinks fit. The Finance Minister, 
who is not even a member of the Committee, but may 
be called before it, has in praftice less power over the 
financial policy of the country than the Chairman or the 
Rapporteur of the Committee, who submits the revised 
Budget to the Chamber. This syftem involves an 
‘ undermining of Cabinet responsibility ’ on a scale 
which would terrify British politicians. It is partly 
the cause, and partly the consequence, of the weakness 
of French Mini^ries ; but it also helps to explain why 
it is that French policy shows so much continuity in 
spite of the rapid rise and fall of Ministries. In 
France the Chamber is the mailer of the MiniSlry ; 
in Britain the Ministry is the maSler of the House of 
Commons. France has always been regarded as a 
bureaucratic country, and it frankly and openly is so 
in many respefts. But the French bureaucracy is far 
more directly and effeftively under the control of the 
representative body than the British bureaucracy now 
is. Even in America, in spite of the dodtrine of 
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Separation of Powers (according to which the executive 
should be independent of the legislature), the work of 
adminiftration is far more effedlively controlled by the 
representatives of the nation than is the case in Britain. 

Neither the American nor the French sy^em is 
suitable for transplantation to this country. We do 
not desire to see the responsibility of the Cabinet for 
the general policy of the country so seriously under- 
mined as it is in France. Nor do we wish to see small 
committees, independent of and unrelated to the 
responsible Minivers of the Departments, wielding 
so high a degree of irresponsible power as the com- 
mittees of the American House of Representatives 
often do. But we need not, for that reason, despise 
the lesson which can be learnt from these countries. 
They have shown that it is possible for a representative 
assembly to exercise a real degree of effeftive control 
over the detailed work of admini^ration, such as an 
overworked Cabinet can never by any possibility 
exercise. It should be abundantly clear from our 
argument that some such control is indispensably 
necessary in our country. If Parliament cannot 
devise the means of exercising it, and if it cannot at the 
same time make its control over legislation, both by 
Bill and by Order, more effeftive than it has hitherto 
been, its influence mu^l continue to dwindle. To 
discover solutions for these problems is essential for 
the reputation, perhaps even for the survival, of 
representative government. 

Quite clearly, some syftem of Standing Committees 
is the only means by which this need can be met. A 
Committee (or Committees) with a general roving com- 
mission over the Estimates at large, such as was sug- 
gested by the Seledl Committee of 1918, is likely to 
be very ineflfeftive. What is needed is a series of 
Committees, such as they have in America and in 
France, concerned with each of the main Departments 
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of government, and empowered to call for papers and 
interrogate officials whenever necessary. 

But, it will be said, this will involve an invasion 
of Cabinet responsibility, or of mini^erial responsi- 
bility. It need not do so, if the terms of reference are 
limited to the detailed working of the Departments, 
and the question of the excessiveness or otherwise of 
their expenditure, excluding all queftions of general 
policy, in regard to which the responsibility of the 
Cabinet and of the Minister ought to be effeftive ; 
in regard to which, also, their responsibility can alone 
be real, for neither the Cabinet nor the Minister can 
deal with the details of office procedure. But how is 
it to be secured that the range of the Committees shall 
be thus limited ? Let the Minifter, or his deputy, 
be ex officio Chairman of the Committee ; and let him 
have the power, under the Standing Orders by which 
the Committee is constituted, to exclude from con- 
sideration any question which he decides to be a 
question of policy and not merely of administration. 
Such a proviso would be a complete safeguard of 
Cabinet and ministerial responsibility in the only 
sphere in which it is appropriate or effective. The 
Minister might abuse his powers, and reduce the Com- 
mittee to nullity. He would perhaps be apt to do so 
whenever he was a member of a Cabinet which was 
supported by a majority, and therefore enjoyed a 
position of dictatorship. But even then he would 
hesitate to offend his colleagues on the Committee ; 
and if majority Ministries, and with them the evil of 
Cabinet dictatorship, should disappear, he would be 
extremely unlikely to abuse his powers : he would be 
anxious, rather, to win the confidence and the support 
of the members of other parties besides his own with 
whom he would have to work. 

Another objection may be raised. Are we to set up, 
it may be asked, a score of Committees, one for each 
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Department ? And are we to impose upon the already 
overburdened Minivers the duty of presiding over 
frequent meetings of these Committees, in addition to all 
their other tasks ? This objedtion will be valid if the 
present ^Irufture and organisation of the Cabinet are 
to continue. But in an earlier chapter (pp. 108-1 15) 
we have argued that the Cabinet mu^l be reorganised 
if it is to be equal to its work ; and we have suggested, 
on the lines of the Haldane Committee on the Machinery 
of Government, a grouping of some of the Depart- 
ments into natural groups, each Department retaining 
its identity under its own Minister, but the whole 
group being presided over by a Chief Minister who 
would be largely freed from administrative routine, 
and who would sit in the Cabinet. The Depart- 
mental Minister would answer questions in Parlia- 
ment. The group Minister might well preside over 
the parliamentary committee. These broad divisions 
of the work of government would provide appropriate 
fields for the work of the suggested parliamentary 
Committees. We found that there are nine main 
divisions of government. These nine are : Finance, 
Foreign Affairs, Imperial Affairs, Defence, JuStice 
and Police, Scottish Affairs, Industry and Commerce, 
Agriculture, and the Social Services. 

It would be undesirable to set up a Standing Com- 
mittee on Finance. The Treasury is not (or ought not 
to be) a ‘ spending Department ’ whose E^imates need 
review; its chief, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
has his own Committee already — the Ways and Means 
Committee of the Whole House ; and we muSt at all 
coSts avoid any such invasion of his responsibility 
as the existence of a Budget Committee has brought 
about in France. The Foreign Office, and the Indian and 
Colonial Offices (which in our scheme would be grouped 
together under the Minister for In^erial Affairs) are 
also not in any real sense ‘ spending Departments,’ and 
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they are concerned mainly with questions of policy, 
and not with administrative detail. For them, also, 
it may be necessary to set up Standing Committees 
of the House of Commons. But the remaining 
six divisions are all ‘ spending Departments ’ on a 
greater or smaller scale, and moSlly on an immense 
scale ; they all have large and growing Staffs of officials ; 
they all submit Estimates which Stand in need of close 
and constant criticism. It may therefore be suggested 
that six Standing Committees, corresponding to these 
six divisions of the field of government, ought to be set 
up by the House of Commons. 

The establishment of these Committees would afford 
a very useful field of work for a great deal of varied 
experience and ability which is now running to waSte 
in the House. It would provide the beft hope of 
securing increased economy and efficiency in adminis- 
tration. It would bring bureaucracy under control, 
and at the same time save it from deterioration by 
letting a breeze of healthy and competent criticism 
blow through the corridors of the great offices. It is 
pleasant to think, for example, of a group of business 
men (including a shipowner or two) inveSligating the 
accounts of the Admiralty and its methods of procedure. 
They would not be permitted to discuss the building 
programme, that being a matter of policy. But they 
might be found inve^igating the queftion of refitments, 
and asking why they co^l so much ; or looking into the 
contrails for this and that; or working out the per- 
centage of administrative expenses to total annual 
outlay. 

The funilions of these Committees would in the 
firSl instance be two : firSl, to maintain a continuous 
review of the work of the Departments with which they 
were concerned, with full powers of investigation ; 
secondly, to receive the Estimates of these Depart- 
ments as soon as they were ready, to go through them 
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in the light of their knowledge, and to draw up a Report 
which would be placed before the House of Commons 
when the time came to consider these E^imates. 

But there is a third fundtion which would naturally 
and appropriately fall to them. All Orders and 
Regulations issued by the Departments under the 
powers given to them by Statute should be submitted 
to these Committees. They would be able to inter- 
rogate the officials as to the reasons for the Orders. 
Sometimes, no doubt, they would secure the incorpora- 
tion of amendments. Then, when the Orders were 
either embodied in a Confirming Bill, or ‘ laid upon the 
table ’ in Parliament, they would be accompanied by a 
brief explanatory note from the Committee. If dis- 
satisfied, any member of the Committee or of the House 
could raise an objedlion in the House; but as a rule 
the House would be content. Thus it would be 
secured that the legislative powers of the bureaucracy, 
which have grown so remarkably, would be brought 
under effedfive supervision. 


IV. The Discussion of General Policy 

We have discussed the control of the House of 
Commons over legislation, and have seen that, as now 
exercised, it is not very effedlive, and in some spheres 
(notably Orders issued by the Departments) wholly 
ineffedfive; but we have found that, by reasonable 
and far from drastic amendments of procedure, it 
could be very greatly improved, especially if the House 
could be emancipated from the exiting didlatorship 
of the Cabinet. We have discussed the control of the 
House of Commons over taxation and expenditure, and 
have seen that while in the sphere of taxation it is 
reasonably effedfive, but would be much more effedlive 
apart from the didlatorship of the Cabinet, it is in the 
sphere of expenditure utterly and shamefully futile ; 
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but we have found that it could be made effeftive if, 
in the firft place, the methods of keeping and prevent- 
ing Eftimates and Accounts were dra^ically revised, 
and if, in the second place, a proper system of Com- 
mittees were e^ablished for this purpose — though 
here, also, a reduction of the didlatorship of the 
Cabinet would seem to be necessary. We have next 
to consider the control of the House of Commons 
over the general policy pursued by the Cabinet, as 
di^linft from the detailed admini^rative work of the 
Departments. 

It is in this sphere that the parliamentary syftem 
works beil ; and for that reason many are inclined to 
be satisfied with the syilem in its present form, and to 
overlook its grave failures in other spheres. Despite the 
omnipotence of a majority Cabinet, no Government 
dare make any important departure at home or abroad 
without publicly explaining and defending its aftion 
in the House of Commons. These ^atements of 
Government policy seldom lead to definite resolu- 
tions : indeed, they are often made on some motion in 
formal business to which they can be made relevant, 
so that no special motion would be in order. But the 
mere fa6l of publicity, and the opportunity which is 
given to responsible members of non-Government 
parties to express their views, is of very great value. 
Often there is a demand that ‘ papers shall be laid,’ 
which is almoft always acceded to : this means that a 
White Paper containing all the documents relevant to 
the discussion will be printed, circulated to all members, 
and put on sale to the public. Every Government, 
therefore, however powerful, knows that it muft 
publicly justify every important aftion that it takes, 
and this muft profoundly influence its policy. Even 
if it knows that it can repel any direct attack by the 
use of its majority, it knows also that it cannot suppress 
the reverberations of a debate in the public Press, and. 
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through that, in all the talk of the clubs, the taverns, 
and the morning and evening trains. 

If the responsible leaders of a non-Government party 
wish to challenge the aftion of the Cabinet on any major 
issue, such as the line they have taken in some inter- 
national conference, or their failure to provide work 
for the unemployed, they can always make an opportu- 
nity, either on the E^imates, or by asking for a * day ’ 
on which to move a resolution, which will nearly 
always be granted — at the expense, if need be, of the 
time allotted to legislation or finance. For the moft 
serious kind of resolution — a definite vote of censure 
on the Ministry, which will, if carried, bring about its 
resignation — time is always allowed. 

The ordinary member, also, has abundant opportu- 
nities of raising issues of importance. The motion for 
the adjournment of the House, on any night, may be 
used for a discussion on various matters ; or the 
adjournment of the House may be moved, at certain 
points in the course of business, to call the attention 
of the House to this or that — provided that ‘ this or 
that ’ is ‘ an urgent matter of definite public import- 
ance,’ and the motion is supported by a solid body of 
members. The motion that the House go into Com- 
mittee of Supply used to be employed for a discussion 
that might range from China to Peru. And the 
debate on the Address (in reply to the King’s Speech) 
is an occasion upon which the whole conduft and policy 
of the Government may be discussed. 

In addition to all this, two evenings in the week are 
assigned to private members’ resolutions — until, as the 
pressure of business becomes severe, the Leader of the 
House moves a resolution taking this time for Govern- 
ment business. Members ‘ ballot ’ for the right of 
moving resolutions on these occasions ; and there is 
praftically no limit to the subjects that may be 
raised. They may be abftradi or severely pradlical. 
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sweeping and general or detailed and trivial. One 
member may move ‘ that the power of bureaucracy has 
increased, is increasing, and ought to be diminished ’ ; 
the next may advocate the supply of rubber-soled boots 
to policemen on point duty. One may ask the House 
to resolve that no solution of the problems of society 
will ever be found under Capitalism ; the next may 
urge that the date of laying should be marked on all 
eggs exposed for sale. One may move that the Army 
and Navy should at once be abolished without waiting 
for the disarmament of other nations ; the next may 
call attention to the incidence of the hut-tax in Nigeria, 
or the defacement of the countryside by advertisements. 
Whether the resolution is loil or carried makes no 
difference : the debate is what matters. It is some- 
times said that these academic discussions are a mere 
wa^le of time, and so they often are. But they have 
their value. They are regarded as providing a vent 
for the private member, who, in exiting conditions, is 
apt to feel that the business of the House gives him 
very little chance of rendering the direft public service 
which he probably hoped to be able to render when he 
was elected. The private members’ days are a sort of 
sop, thrown to the members to compensate them for 
having become, in the main, little more than voting- 
machines. If the changes which have been suggested 
in this chapter were carried into effeft, they would have 
enough real work of definite value to make these 
debating-society exhibitions possibly superfluous. 

The debates on Government policy are of far 
greater moment. They are perhaps the moft valuable 
part of the House’s work. So long as the Government 
continues to be exposed to this free criticism, we shall 
not have ceased to be a free people, however much 
bureaucracy may extend its power. But the value 
of these discussions and the weight attached to them 
by the public diminish when they sink to be mere 
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tourneys between two opposing armies, one maintain- 
ing that the Government is wholly right, the other that 
it is wholly wrong. Their value would be increased if 
the Government had to convince and satisfy others 
besides its pledged supporters ; if the varying bodies 
of opinion in the country were better represented than 
is now the case ; if the House were less party-ridden : 
and if, for that reason, it were of better quality and 
exercised a freer judgment. 

A large proportion of the subjefts dealt with in 
these general debates are concerned with the external 
relations of the country — with foreign affairs, and 
with imperial affairs. In these spheres the House 
exercises no such control through legislation as it 
does in the case of the Departments that deal with 
social and industrial problems ; because laws seldom or 
never have to be made about these matters. Nor does 
it exercise much control through the Estimates, because 
the Foreign Office, the India Office and the Colonial 
Office are not large spending Departments, their out- 
lay being mainly on the upkeep of administrative 
Staffs. These are the Departments of Government in 
which the Royal Prerogative has been leaSt reStridted, 
and consequently the independent authority wielded 
by the Cabinet is greatest. Our relations with other 
countries and with the Dominions, India and even 
the Crown Colonies and dependencies, depend scarcely 
at all upon what laws we pass, and very little upon 
what money we vote, but mainly upon the wisdom and 
ta£t with which problems are dealt with by the respon- 
sible administrators, as they arise from day to day. A 
momentary slip, an injudicious telegram, an ill-con- 
ceived instruction thoughtlessly given to an ambassador 
or a governor, may easily create difficulties from which 
extrication will be difficult. 

Accordingly the discussions of policy in these 
spheres become doubly important ; and the House of 
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Commons, naturally and rightly, attaches supreme 
importance to them. But they are not solely the 
concern of the House of Commons, unlike the questions 
which involve finance. The House of Lords always 
includes a larger number of men who have direft 
experience of these problems than the House of 
Commons — men who have served as ambassadors and 
possess the kind of knowledge about the temper and 
outlook of foreign Governments which is invaluable, 
but also incommunicable; men who have served as 
Viceroys in India or as Governors in the Dominions 
and Colonies ; men who sit on the Judicial Committee 
of the Privy Council, where imperial problems are 
determined ; men who have been ennobled after long 
service in great offices of State, possibly in the very 
offices concerned. The contribution which can be 
made by these men cannot be disregarded, and is 
often more valuable than the contribution made by 
members of the House of Commons. 

Moreover, there is necessarily a confidential element 
in all these questions. It is impossible to carry on 
negotiations with other countries if they are to be made 
public before they are completed ; the mere possibility 
that this might happen would often be enough to 
deter the Minivers or ambassadors of foreign States 
from putting forward the tentative and provisional 
suggeftions which mu^ be made during any negotia- 
tions. In a less decree the same difficulty muft arise 
in any attempt to bring about common aftion with the 
Governments of the Dominions : premature publicity 
might spoil everything. Even the discussions between 
a Colonial Secretary and, say, the Governor of such a 
colony as Kenya about the kind of policy which the 
Government of the colony ought to pursue could not 
be carried on with the requisite frankness if the letters 
on both sides, or their differences of opinion, were to 
be blazoned abroad by debates in the House of 
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Commons. Accordingly these debates have to be 
conduced with a good deal of reticence. Ministers 
are frequently heard to declare that it would not be in 
the public interest to publish this or that ; the House 
of Commons, not being without sense, accepts these 
assurances ; but it sometimes suspefts, not perhaps 
without reason, that Ministers, being full of self- 
importance, may abuse the confidence that is neces- 
sarily reposed in them. The result, however, is that 
the degree of real control which either the Commons, 
or the Lords, or both can exercise in these vitally 
important spheres is very small. Parliament has to 
truft to the good sense of the Minivers concerned, 
checked by the over-occupied and di^lrafted Cabinet. 
And this is not very satisfactory, because the Ministers 
are often men of very little experience : the Foreign 
Secretary may not be able to speak any language but 
his own ; the Indian Secretary may never have been 
in India, or have known anything about Indian affairs 
until he took office ; the Colonial Secretary may have 
no understanding of the sentiments and conditions 
of the Dominions and Colonies. 

Happily, in these fields there are not — as there ought 
not to be — any fundamental differences of opinion 
between parties. One party may think that the process 
of pacification and disarmament among the nations 
ought to be, and is likely to be, slower than another 
party may think practicable ; but all parties are agreed 
in the belief that peace — in the sense not merely of the 
absence of war, but of the existence of mutual con- 
fidence and positive guarantees againSt war among all 
peoples — is the primary interest of this as (if they 
would only see it) of all countries. Again, one party 
may think that the advance towards self-government 
in India ought to be made more gradual than seems 
desirable to another party ; but all parties are agreed 
that the necessity for this advance is among the 
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accepted and recognised axioms of British policy. 
Yet again, one party may think that the unity of the 
Empire may be cemented by fiscal bonds, while 
another may believe that these bonds would prove to 
be fetters ; but all parties are agreed that the closer 
union of the Empire ought to be fostered in every 
possible way. In their main lines, the foreign policy 
and the imperial policy of the country are therefore 
outside of party differences, and there ought to be a 
real continuity in them. 

We have, then, two problems to consider. The 
firft is, How can Parliament (for both Houses are here 
concerned) be satisfied that, not merely the ultimate 
agreements, which alone can be submitted for public 
discussion, but the day-to-day handling of foreign 
and imperial problems, are carried on in the be^ way 
The second is, How can a real and effeftive continuity 
of policy be secured in these spheres, in which there is 
no fundamental difference between parties ? 

Might not both problems be solved at once if there 
were established two Standing Committees of both 
Houses, or possibly two Consultative Committees, one 
dealing with foreign and the other with imperial 
aflfairs ? They should include (among others) all 
who had served as Ministers or Under-Secretaries in 
any of the Departments concerned. They should be 
highly confidential bodies, whose members would be 
under an obligation, as ^rift as that which binds the 
Cabinet, not to reveal any fafts communicated to them 
in Committee before they were officially published. 
Thej^ should not be expe 61 :ed to report to Parliament — 
in this respect differing from the Committees sugge^ed 
in the laft sedlion. To such bodies Ministers might 
well find it possible to give information which it would 
be impossible to lay before Parliament, where every- 
thing is public. The advice which such bodies could 
give would be of immense assi^ance to Minivers, 
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e^ecially to those who lacked experience ; and while, 
of course, Minifters would be under no compulsion to 
accept the advice, since they and the Cabinet mu5l be 
responsible for the policy adopted, they would at 
lea^ hesitate before rejefting it, when it pointed pre- 
ponderantly in one direftion. The advantage which 
would be gained from this method of procedure would 
be, fir^t, that continuity of policy would be assured ; 
and, secondly, that Parliament, seeing responsible 
leaders of all parties taken into consultation, would 
feel greater confidence in the condudl: of foreign and 
imperial affairs, and would be more content to allow 
many matters to remain unpublished. 

It is obvious that the proposal has difficulties. The 
leaders of the non-Government parties might feel that 
their freedom in criticism would be seriously impaired ; 
though, of course, they would be under no obligation 
to pretend agreement when they differed from the 
policy adopted by the Cabinet, so long as they did not 
divulge confidential fafts communicated to them. On 
the other hand, the Ministers concerned might feel 
themselves hampered, and the more restive among 
their followers might resent the faft that opponents 
were being taken into consultation. But consulta- 
tions of this type take place occasionally now, and no 
difficulty is experienced, nor is any information 
improperly divulged. Any inconvenience which might 
attend the experiment would probably be more than 
balanced by the real advantages of continuity and 
national confidence which would result from it. It 
is not found impossible in other countries to carry on 
confidential Committees on Foreign Affairs which are 
appointed by the legislature from all parties, and which 
are surrounded by less adequate safeguards than those 
suggested. 



CHAPTER VII 


THE SECOND CHAMBER 

I. The House of Lords as it is 

In his brief summary of the British sy^lem of govern- 
ment, to which we have so often referred, Burke spoke 
of the Monarchy {i.e. the Government) as being sub- 
jeft to ‘ controls on behalf of the higher people and 
the lower.’ By the ‘ control on behalf of the higher 
people ’ he of course meant the House of Lords. 
Since Burke wrote, that body has undergone a Grange 
transformation : it is bloated in size, but in power it 
is a mere shadow of its former self. It has now come 
to be little more than a curious survival, an unnatural 
anomaly in a democratic system. 

In Burke’s time the House of Lords was indeed an 
auguft assemblage. It was the direft descendant of 
the Magnum Concilium of the feudal age, which, long 
before the House of Commons was dreamt of, took 
counsel with the Conqueror and wrefted Magna Carta 
from King John. It was filled with the magnates of 
the realm, the great landowners, natural leaders of a 
society which mainly consisted of landholders and 
land-workers. It was the House in which the King 
sat on his throne to take counsel with his Parliament. 
When the King sat crowned, the Lords sat on their 
crimson benches, wearing their coronets or little 
crowns, and their robes of velvet and ermine, while 
the Commons, hurrying to the presence, with their 
Speaker at their head, ^lood uncovered, crowding and 
joining at the bar — as they ilill do, in memory of that 
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dead era. Even when there was a conference between 
the two Houses, the representatives of the Lords sat 
in ftate, and the representatives of the Commons ilood 
uncovered before them. 

The Lords were never very aftive in affairs. They 
were content that the Commons should do the bulk 
of the public business, and, in particular, that they 
should assume control over questions of finance. They 
were content because mo^ of the higheft offices of 
State were filled by peers ; because something like 
one-third of the members of the House of Commons 
were their personal prot^g^s, sitting for coniftituencies 
to which they were nominated by lordly patrons ; and 
because almoft the whole membership of the Lower 
House consifted of the younger sons or connections 
of the peers, or were at lea^ drawn from the class of 
which they were the recognised leaders. The House 
of Lords was not, even in the eighteenth century, 
when its power was greatest, a very lively place ; but 
it was the seat of power, in an era when the doClrine 
that ‘ those who owned the land should rule the land ’ 
was accepted almost as an axiom. Gilbert was writing, 
not satire, but sound hiClory, when he wrote (of the 
Napoleonic era) that ‘ The House of Lords, through- 
out the war. Did nothing in particular. And did it 
very well.’ They certainly did it with immense 
dignity. They were, as Burke once said, like great 
placid oaks, rooted in the soil and sheltering the 
fields. The birds of song neCled in their branches, 
and they were unperturbed by the chirping of grass- 
hoppers. If the spreading roots of these great trees 
impoverished the soil, and if their shade bunted the 
growth of lesser but more useful plants, that genera- 
tion had not yet begun to probe into these matters. 

A great change came with the Reform A6t of 1 832, 
which abolished ‘ pocket boroughs ’ and made the 
House of Commons independent of the magnates. 
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A new, powerful and energetic class, whose strength 
was derived from the wealth created by induftry and 
commerce, began to compete for power with the old 
landed ariflocracy, and made the House of Commons 
its inurnment. There was frequent friftion ; and 
the House of Lords had to learn from the Duke of 
Wellington the unpleasant lesson that it mu^l not 
resist when ‘ the will of the people ’ was manifeft, but 
mu^l confine itself to amending or delaying objeftion- 
able projedts of change, rejedling only those measures 
in which no great interest was taken by the English 
electorate, such as Bills for the redress of Irish griev- 
ances. So its legislative powers, nominally co-ordinate 
with those of the House of Commons, fell into the 
background : it became merely a delaying body, a 
Second Chamber. Yet it was ^lill augult and re- 
spedled. The British public ‘ loves a lord,’ and agita- 
tions againft hereditary power met with a curiously 
cool reception. Cabinets were ^lill largely filled with 
peers ; and the House of Commons, if no longer what 
it was, was at leail ^fill manned by ‘ public school and 
university men.’ 

About 1880 (but it is always dangerous to give 
exadl dates to a change of this sort, which creeps on 
insensibly) another ilage in the development of the 
House of Lords began. It had two aspedfs. On the 
one hand, a demand for great social changes, a proteft 
against the unjuft diftribution of wealth, a growing 
anger againft the juxtaposition of grinding poverty 
with irresponsible and idle luxury, began to become 
the dominating issue in British politics. That raging 
Radical, Joseph Chamberlain, began talking about the 
dodlrine of ransom, about making ‘ those who toil not 
neither do they spin ’ pay for their privileges. The 
Socialift movement also was being re-born. In 1884 
there was a brief, fierce campaign for the ‘ mending 
or ending ’ of the House of Lords ; and although it 
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guttered out like earlier agitations, it was a sign of 
the coming of a new era. Democracy, born in 1867 
and sent to school in 1870, was adolescent. On the 
other hand, the very wealthy, feeling themselves 
threatened, began to draw together, whether their 
wealth came from land or from trade. Moreover, 
the wealth that came from trade had come to seem 
more respeftable. A few Captains of Industry, the 
harbingers of an army, began to make their appear- 
ance in the auguft Chamber. In the la^l twenty years 
of the nineteenth century their numbers were rapidly 
expanded ; for it was the era of empire-building, when 
financiers who promoted imperial companies were held 
in high esteem. They had directorates to offer, which 
the heads of the great landowning houses did not 
despise, especially as agriculture was doing badly. 
The two great forms of wealth ceased to be sharply 
diftinguished, and found a common centre — and a 
common fortress — in the House of Lords. This 
became very clear after the Home Rule split of 1886, 
which drove into the Conservative party mo^ of the 
magnates who had remained Liberal. 

Reinforced by this accession of strength (by which 
its numbers had been greatly swollen) the House of 
Lords took courage, and showed a greater boldness in 
rejecting the Bills of the Liberal Government of 1906 
than it had ever shown during the nineteenth century, 
in spite of the enormous majority by which that 
Government was supported. The counsels of Wel- 
lington were forgotten. Finally, in 1909, the House 
of Lords ventured to attack the supremacy of the 
House of Commons over finance. It rejeCled the 
Budget, and by so doing assumed the power — which 
it had never before ventured to claim — of dismissing 
the Miniftry. This brought about its downfall. 
After two elections had been fought in 1910, the 
Parliament Aft was passed in 1911, and the House 
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of Lords was bitted and bridled, and reduced almoft 
to impotence. Its members have been wailing about 
their hard fate ever since, and imploring their friends 
in the Commons to restore their power. 

There were two main provisions in the Parliament 
A<ft. The firft formally and legally deprived the 
House of Lords of any power of interfering in financial 
matters, by denying them the power of dealing with 
any Bill which was certified by the Speaker of the 
House of Commons as a Money Bill. This was not 
a very logical or satisfaftory definition, and it put a 
dangerous discretionary power into the hands of one 
man. The Speaker is eledfed by a party majority in 
the House of Commons. If a Speaker, chosen (pos- 
sibly for this purpose and on this condition) by a 
casual majority in the House of Commons repre- 
senting a minority in the country, should Wretch 
unduly the definition of a Money Bill, he might very 
seriously impair the legislative powers left to the 
House of Lords, and there would be no appeal from 
his decision. 

The second main provision of the Aft was that, 
while the House of Lords might rejeft a Bill twice, if 
the Bill were sent up for a third time within two years 
of its firft introduftion it should go direft for the 
Royal Assent. This provision left to the House of 
Lords a considerable power of delay, and enabled it 
to wafte the time of any House of Commons from 
which it differed ; but it also rendered it impotent to 
resift any change, however revolutionary, which was 
persiftently pressed by a majority in the House of 
Commons, even if it represented a minority in the 
country — impotent even to force a reference of the 
subjeft to the country, or to delay a decision until 
the next general eleftion. 

The Parliament Aft thus reduced the House of 
Lords to a definitely subordinate position. It is no 
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longer, in any sense, a co-ordinate authority with the 
House of Commons, but only a revising and delaying 
body ; and not very effeftive even for that purpose. 

As it ^ands to-day, the House of Lords is a body 
of approximately 750 members. It is therefore a 
much larger body than the House of Commons. 
This unwieldy size has been due to the lavishness 
with which peerages have been created during the 
laft half-century — during the period, that is, in which 
party organisation has been becoming more and more 
elaborate, and more and more coolly. In the twenty- 
one years from 1880 to 1900 inclusive, 138 new 
peerages were created, or anaverage of seven per annum ; 
in the fifteen years from 1901 to 1914 inclusive, the 
number was 1 1 3, and the yearly average eight ; and 
in the fifteen years from 1915 to 1929 inclusive, the 
number was 179, and the yearly average I2. Thus 
the total number for fifty years was 430 ; and, after 
making full allowance for the poil-i88o peerages 
which have since died out, considerably more than 
half of the members of the House of Lords hold 
titles which are less than fifty years old. The process 
^ill goes on. In the year 1929 no less than twenty- 
two new peerages were created, which is nearly twice 
the average for the laft fifteen years. At this rate, 
in a dozen years we should have a House of Lords of 
1 000 members ; and if the House la^ts for another 


century, it will have to hold its meetings in the Albert 


Hall. 


This rapid increase in size has done almoft as much 
as the Parliament Aft to reduce the preftige and 
power of the House of Lords, the more so because it 
has been generally underftood that a large proportion 
of these creations were paid for by big contributions 
to party funds : it is the growing coftliness of party 
organisation which has been chiefly responsible for 
the swollen size and the diminished reputation of this 
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once augu^ body. It has become the stronghold of 
great wealth ; but it is not a defensible Stronghold, 
for irreparable breaches have been made in its walls. 

Five elements may be distinguished in the member- 
ship of the House of Lords. FirSt, there are four 
Princes of the Blood, who Stand aloof from party 
politics, and take no adtive share in the business of 
the House. Next come the hereditary peers, number- 
ing (in 1928) 683, of whom twenty-six were under 
age, and therefore not entitled to legislate. The third 
class consists of forty-four representative peers, sixteen 
elected for life by the peers of Scotland, and twenty- 
eight eleftcd for the duration of each Parliament by 
the peers of Ireland. Irish peers who are not elefted 
as representatives of their order may become members 
of the House of Commons, as Lord Palmerfton did. 
Scottish peers may not: they are the only laymen 
over the age of twenty-one who are definitely excluded 
from both Houses of Parliament. The fourth class 
consifts of twenty-six spiritual peers, the two Arch- 
bishops and twenty-four of the Bishops, who sit, of 
course, only for the period of their episcopate. And, 
finally, there are three Law Lords, who sit for life : 
their presence is due to the necessity of including an 
adequate number of lawyers in the House, seeing that 
it is, in one aspedt of its work, the supreme law-court 
of the realm. 

II. The Work of the House of Lords 

Of this huge assembly, only a small minority take 
any aftive part in the business of the House : the 
great majority seldom or never go near it, except on 
rare occasions when the ‘ privileges of their order ’ are 
in danger, as in 1 9 1 1 . Then hundreds of ‘ back- 
woodsmen ’ roll up, and the attendants at the House 
are hard put to it to identify these noble lords. But 
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the minority, perhaps fifty in number, who do take 
an arrive part, include a number of men of outstand- 
ing ability. There are members of great historic 
families who have a fine tradition of public service. 
There are men who have held the higheSt offices of 
State, and played leading parts in the House of Com- 
mons, but who have been transferred to the Lords 
for one good reason or another — often because they 
found the House of Commons too Strenuous as they 
grew older, or because their party needed spokesmen 
in the Upper House. There are men who have 
served as ambassadors, as viceroys, as governors, as 
permanent heads of the great Departments. Some of 
the wealthiest ‘ captains of industry ’ in the country, 
the big brewers, the great bankers, and the organisers 
of the huge financial combines in induStry and shipping 
which are among the moSt impressive phenomena of 
the age, are now always among the members of the 
House, though they take little part in its proceedings. 
Now and again a famous poet, a painter, a dodtor, a 
man of science, is rewarded with a peerage — provided 
that he has made a great deal of money by his craft. 
The Bishops represent an element of knowledge and 
experience that is lacking in the Lower House. The 
great judges, including the ex-Lord Chancellors, the 
Lord Chief Judlice, and others, besides the ‘ Law 
Lords,’ add an element of high authority in the dis- 
cussion of legal que^ions which cannot be matched in 
the Lower House ; and, time and again, their criticisms 
have prevented the perpetration of grave blunders in 
Bills sent up by the Commons. Hence, although the 
House of Lords is far less adlive than the Hfiuse of 
Commons, and its decisions are immeasurably less im- 
portant, its ‘ full-dress debates ’ are often more dis- 
tinguished in quality — perhaps, in part, because they 
are condudled in a more leisurely way. This is 
especially true of debates on large issues of policy. 
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especially in foreign and imperial affairs. It may be 
noted that the majority of the moft valuable members 
of the House of Lords are not those who sit there by 
inheritance, but those who have been ennobled on the 
ground of their personal di^lindlion. 

But let a definite issue between parties be raised, 
and the working minority, whose quality is so dis- 
tinguished, is promptly swamped by an inrush of 
men who have little claim to be heard beyond that 
which (in the eyes of some) may be given by their 
wealth and their titles. By an overwhelming majority, 
these men belong to a single political party. They 
are mostly, by reason of their position. Conservatives, 
and often reactionary and intolerant Conservatives : a 
majority of the aCtive minority are Conservatives also, 
but they are usually men of more judicial minds. 
This one-sided political complexion of the House of 
Lords very greatly weakens its influence. When a 
Conservative Government is in office, the House of 
Lords is apt to be almost completely quiescent ; when 
a Government of any other party is in office, it is apt 
to raise unreasonable difficulties, and to be tempted 
to use to the utmost the powers ^lill left to it by the 
Parliament Aft, which may be made very vexatious. 

The funftions which the House of Lords can ftill 
usefully perform are limited. It is ftill, in name, the 
supreme law-court and final court of appeal. But this 
is merely a hiftorical survival. The House as a whole 
now takes no part in this work, which is left to those 
of its members who have held high judicial office, 
together with the legal life-peers who have been 
appointed to reinforce them. The law-court which is 
called ‘ the House of Lords ’ is in reality quite diftinft 
from the legislative assembly of that name. It sits in 
the morning, before the House of Lords proper meets ; 
and the Lord Chancellor, when he presides over it, 
does not even sit on the Woolsack : he and the 
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other Law Lords sit at the lower end of the House, 
and barrifters argue cases before them from beyond 
the bar. There is no reason at all why this court 
should continue to be called ‘ the House of Lords,’ or 
to meet where it adually meets. It is pradlically 
identical in personnel with the Judicial Committee of 
the Privy Council, with which it might well be merged. 
This would have happened more than fifty years ago, 
under the Judicature Aft, which revised the whole 
English syftem of judicature, if pure antiquarianism 
had not insifted on preserving the exifting arrange- 
ments — now a mere anachronism. 

Apart from its legal work, the House of Lords has 
not much to do. Except in the field' of finance, 
indeed, it is in theory a co-ordinate legislative body 
with the House of Commons, and every Bill, before it 
becomes law, has to be put through three Readings 
and a Committee ftage by the Lords, as by the Com- 
mons. But the House of Lords praftically never 
initiates legislation. It might with advantage, and 
with much saving of time, be used as the place in 
which some Bills should receive their firft discussion : 
this would be especially useful in the case of Bills 
dealing with legal queftions. But it is very little used 
in this way. Its main funftion is to revise the Bills 
sent up from the Commons ; and its leading members 
complain that, while it is given very little legislative 
work to do in the firft part of a session, towards the 
end of the session Bills are thruft upon it in such 
numbers that it is impossible to go through them 
with any thoroughness. Thus the value of the House 
of Lords as a revising Chamber, which might be great 
juft because it has so much more leisure, is largely 
thrown away. 

Even in its present form, the utility of the House 
of Lords is considerable as a deliberative assembly 
dealing with broad issues of national policy, owing to 
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the di^inftion of the small minority who take an aftive 
part in its proceedings ; while it performs a valuable 
mnftion in the revision of the hurried output of legis- 
lation that comes to it from the House of Commons, 
and might be much more useful in this way if it were 
more wisely utilised, and if its members were more 
assiduous. But as a bulwark against sweeping changes 
it is now futile. This is due not merely to the limi- 
tation of its powers under the Parliament Aft, but ftill 
more to the grossly partisan charafter of its member- 
ship, even in the aftive minority, and moft of all to the 
faft that it represents only one class in the community, 
and only one intereft — that of great wealth. 

The House of Lords is, in short, an anachronism in 
a democratic State; and if a Second Chamber is 
required at all for the adequate exercise of ‘ control on 
behalf of the people,’ it muft be a Chamber of a very 
different charafter from this. The House of Lords 
itself has long recognised this faft. Ever since 1911 
its moft intelligent members, without respeft of party, 
have urged the necessity of a revision of its conftitu- 
tion ; but no Government — not even the Conservative 
Government of 1924-9, which was pledged to deal 
with the subjeft — has ventured to touch it, and the 
endeavours made by the House itself have been 
received with derision. 

It is useless to discuss these proposals, or any pro- 
posals for dealing with the problem of the Second 
Chamber, until we have decided whether a Second 
Chamber is needed at all in a democratic State, or 
whether it is not (as many hold) either a fifth wheel in 
the coach, a mere cause of delay, or a positive obftacle 
in the way of democratic government and social 
reconftruftion. 
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III, Is a Second Chamber Needed ? 

Second Chambers cxiSt in almost every modern 
State ; the exceptions, such as Jugo-Slavia and Nicar- 
agua, are not States which are widely regarded as 
models of good government. On the other hand, it 
may be argued that this is because nearly all modern 
con^itutions were modelled on the British Conftitu- 
tion, and have Second Chambers only because we 
have one ; and it may be added that there is scarcely 
any State in which the conftitution and powers of the 
Second Chamber are not the subjeft of complaint and 
controversy. But it is needless to dwell upon the 
practice of other countries. Foreign analogies have 
their value ; but our con^litutional development has 
never been governed by deference to foreign usage. 
It is in relation to the needs and working or our own 
system of government that the problem muft be con- 
sidered. We muSt therefore inquire what are the 
reasons which are held to necessitate the exigence of 
a Second Chamber in a democratic State, and what 
funftions it might be expefted to perform in our 
syftem ; and the answers which we give to these 
questions ought to determine both the constitution 
and the powers of the Second Chamber, if we reach 
the conclusion that a Second Chamber is needed. 

Two main justifications are commonly given for the 
existence of a Second Chamber. The firSt is that it is 
necessary to guard againSt rash and possibly revolu- 
tionary aftion which might be taken by the FirSt 
Chamber without any adequate consultation of the 
nation, and in conflift with its real desires. The 
second is that the volume of work that has to be done 
is so enormous that a single Chamber cannot undertake 
it ; a Second Chamber is therefore held to be necessary 
to supplement the firSt, and to correct the blunders that 
may arise from undue haSte and inadequate discussion, 
s 



How Britain is Governed 258 

The seriousness of the fir^l danger — that of revolu- 
tionary legislation not corresponding with the real 
mind of the nation — muft obviously depend upon the 
way in which the eledlions to the Fir^ Chamber are 
conduced, and the extent to which the real mind of 
the nation is reflefted in it. If the syftem of eledlion 
is such as to ensure that every important body of 
opinion in the country is represented in proportion to 
its strength, and that every vote really counts, no safe- 
guards will be needed, and no safeguards will be 
effedlive. They will not be needed, because the main 
body of opinion in a country like ours is sane, sober 
and responsible. They will not be elFedlive, because 
if a solid majority of the nation has really made up 
its mind upon certain changes, no machinery can 
prevent it from obtaining them. But if the sy^lem 
of eledlion is of a different character, the case is 
altered. If the individual voter has no real chance 
of expressing his real opinions ; if he is continually 
placed in the dilemma of either not using his vote at 
all, or using it to support a person who seems to him 
unworthy or an idea which seems to him unsound; 
if the voting is so arranged that eleftors are often almost 
compelled to vote, not jor what they believe in, but 
merely againSt what they mo^l dislike ; if all votes 
not given to a winner are wailed, and eledtors are 
therefore encouraged to try to ‘ spot the winner ’ and 
give their votes to him; if things are so arranged 
that the balance of power is thrown into the hands of 
a small margin of unthinking electors who are liable 
to be carried off their feet by ffunts and sweeping 
promises ; if the sy^em is such that even after all 
these influences have played their part a minority in 
the country may obtain a sweeping majority in Parlia- 
ment, so that every eledlion becomes a mere gamble — in 
that event, assuredly, some safeguards will be necessary 
againit the consequences of a sy^em so vicious. 
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We have seen that the exiting eleftoral system in 
this country is marked by all these features. We 
have seen that in 1918 a poll of only 52 per cent, 
of the electors, shaped by all the influences we have 
summarised, obtained a majority of nearly four to one 
in the House of Commons; that in 1922 a poll of 
only 38 per cent., again shaped by all these influences, 
secured a majority of seventy-nine in the House of 
Commons ; that in 1 924 a poll of 47 per cent., shaped 
by the same influences, obtained a majority of two to 
one in the House of Commons. What has happened 
so often will certainly go on happening, so long as the 
conditions which make it possible continue. These 
di^ortions of opinion would only be emphasised and 
exaggerated if the electors were forced to make a 
choice between only two parties. And when we refleft 
upon the almo^ unqualified diftatorship that, under 
our sy^em, falls into the hands of those who obtain 
a parliamentary majority by these means, the necessity 
of some safeguard becomes very apparent, if these 
methods are to continue. 

But can any Second Chamber provide us with the 
necessary safeguards — any Second Chamber which 
could conceivably be created in this country, and at 
this date ? Much might be said upon this subje£f. 
But one consideration is enough. To exercise any 
adequate safeguarding power, the Second Chamber 
muft wield a large degree of authority over finance ; 
for any big revolutionary change in the ^rufture of 
society or in the balance of power between classes will 
certainly be achieved mainly by financial measures : 
the power of the Crown was shackled by financial 
measures ; the downfall of the landowning ariftocracy 
was brought about by financial measures. Is it con- 
ceivable that any Second Chamber would, or could, 
be granted co-ordinate power with the House of 
Commons in the sphere of finance Not unless its 
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authority was derived from as direft a process of 
eleftion as that of the House of Commons ; and in 
that case, unless a different and better method of 
eleftion were adopted, the same methods which pro- 
duced a given result in the one House would be likely 
to produce a similar result in the other; whereas, if 
a better method of eledlion were adopted for the 
Second Chamber, its authority would soon rival or 
surpass that of the other House, and the conflift for 
supremacy between them would bring chaos. 

It is difficult to resist the conclusion that no praftic- 
able scheme for a Second Chamber would be of the 
leaft avail to prevent violent legislation due to the 
imperfe£lions of our sy^em of representation. Those 
who insift upon preserving these imperfeftions, and 
at the same time put forward plans for a Second 
Chamber to correft their effefts, resemble the White 
Knight in Through the Looking-glass, who 

was thinking of a plan 
To dye one’s whiskers green, 

And always wear so large a fan 
That they should not be seen. 

The only efficient safeguard againft legislation that 
does not refleft the real mind of the country is to 
make sure that the real mind of the country is reflefted 
in the House of Commons. 

During the discussions which preceded and followed 
the passing of the Parliament Aft, it was often urged 
that a Second Chamber could provide the safeguard 
required if it were empowered to demand a Referendum 
on any important subjeft upon which it was at issue 
with the House of Commons ; that is to say, not a 
general eleftion, but a specific vote by the whole 
eleftorate upon the subjeft in dispute. The Referen- 
dum has been tried in a number of countries, notably 
in Switzerland and in some of the American States. 
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It cannot be said to have been anywhere a conspicuous 
success. The difficulty about it is that it is impossible 
to take a satisfaftory ‘Yes or No ’ vote upon any 
complex queftion. 

For example, if the que^ion is put to the eleftorate : 
‘ Are you in favour of a reduction of the hours of 
work in mines to seven a day ? ’ everybody would 
answer ‘ Yes ’ on the ab^raft queftion. But the real 
issue is whether the reduction of hours can be made 
without producing ruinous effedfs upon the coal trade, 
which might throw hundreds of thousands of miners 
permanently out of work. This depends upon a 
multitude of complex considerations, which cannot be 
put impartially before 2 5,000,000 eledlors,' and would 
not be read by them if they were. 

Or, again, to take another example, if we suppose 
a conflict to have arisen between the House of Com- 
mons and the Second Chamber on the Derating Bill 
of the late Conservative Government, and the Second 
Chamber to have demanded a Referendum, in what 
form would the quedlion (or quedlions) be put ? 

‘ Are you in favour of the redudtion of the rates on 
industrial concerns ? ’ is a queSlion-begging inquiry : 
everything depends upon how the burden lifted from 
industry is to be distributed. ‘ Are you in favour of 
transferring the functions of Boards of Guardians to 
County Councils and County Borough Councils ’ is 
equally a queStion-begging inquiry : everything de- 
pends upon the nature of the new arrangements to 
be made and their effeft upon ordinary folk, as to 
which nobody could form a sound judgment without 
Studying the Bill. And if copies of the Bill, in all its 
complexity, were circulated to the 25,000,000 eleftors, 
and they were asked to say whether they were in favour 
of the Bill as a whole, what could they answer It is 
probable that nobody, not even its sponsors, is in 
favour of every detail of a complicated Bill. Every 
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different element of dissatisfaction would be Clirred 
to vote againft the Bill : experience shows that, for 
this reason, the answers given on Referendums are 
preponderantly negative. But supposing the result 
of the Referendum to be favourable, would this, or 
would it not, mean that the Bill would have to pass 
as it ^ood, without the valuable amendments that 
might result from discussion ? 

It may be said that there is no suggeClion that the 
Referendum should be used for queftions of this sort, 
but rather for broad issues, such as the question of 
Home Rule for Ireland, on which the House of Lords 
was at issue with the House of Commons, or the 
scheme of land-taxation in the Budget of 1 909, which 
actually precipitated the conClitutional conflict. Well, 
how could one answer the question : ‘ Are you in 
favour of the taxation of land-values ’ The only 
intelligible answer would be, ‘ That depends upon 
what you mean by land-values, and how you propose 
to tax them,’ which would give no guidance. Home 
Rule for Ireland is, happily, now a dead issue. But 
take a similar problem, much alive to-day : ‘ Are you 
in favour of granting Dominion status to India ’ 
The answer is, ‘ What do you mean by “ Dominion 
status,” and when and in what form do you propose 
to grant it ? ’ One set of voters might feel inclined 
to say, ‘ I think we have already been in too much of 
a hurry in India, and have made a mess of things.’ 
Another set might want to say, ‘ I am eager to see the 
development of self-government in India advanced as 
rapidly as possible, compatibly with the avoidance of 
chaos ; but I know that the question is a very difficult 
one, upon which I am not competent to form an 
opinion. We send members to Parliament to ^ludy 
these problems and decide them.’ Neither of these 
hone^l answers would be admissible; but how could 
those whose real opinions were represented by them 
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answer ‘ Yes ’ or ‘ No ’ to such a queftion ? The 
Referendum, in short, is a wholly unsatisfaftory 
method of settling disputed queftions. It involves 
an abdication of their responsibility by eledled repre- 
sentatives, and implies a di^fruft of their capacity, 
which can only be remedied by improving the repre- 
sentative sy^em. If it were introduced, it would 
doubtless be often used. Its result would generally 
be negative. 

We return, therefore, to the conclusion that revolu- 
tionary measures cannot be prevented by a Second 
Chamber either by its own direft adlion or by throwing 
the responsibility upon the eleftors, who cannot 
possibly decide intelligibly the issues in dispute ; and 
that the only safeguard against this danger, in so far 
as it exi^s, is the adoption of an eledloral syilem 
which will ensure a real refledlion of the nation’s 
mind. 

The second reason for the exigence of a Second 
Chamber is the need for revision of the legislative 
work which is apt to be scamped and hurried in the 
House of Commons. After the survey which we have 
made in the la^l chapter of the way in which this work 
is done, it is impossible to deny the force of this con- 
tention. We made various suggestions for lighten- 
ing the burden of the House of Commons and increas- 
ing its efficiency. But these, though they would help, 
would not suffice. The immense volume of financial 
work which has to be got through during the parlia- 
mentary year, and which cannot be devolved by the 
House of Commons upon any other body, demands 
more, not less, time than is now allowed for it. De- 
bates upon general policy take up more time year by 
year; and the claims of the private member have to 
be met. The result is that it is impossible, even by 
the beSl-devised sySlem of Committees, to ensure that 
legislative work shall be thoroughly done. 
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There is one class of legislation, in particular, 
which is apt to be inadequately discussed — the class 
known as ‘ non-controversial Bills,’ promoted by the 
various Departments. These Bills arouse no very 
keen feeling, and are therefore easily passed. But 
they always need careful examination, especially as 
they are frequently the means of enlarging the already 
immense powers of the Departments. Much would 
be gained if Bills of this class could be introduced, 
and receive their fir£l thorough discussion, in a well- 
con^lituted Second Chamber. They could then pass 
to the House of Commons ; and, having been already 
carefully examined, they could be passed the more 
rapidly. It is not suggested that the big controversial 
Bills upon which party conflift rages should ever be 
initiated in the Second Chamber : the proper place 
for the main discussion on these Bills is the House 
of Commons, whose members have fought the ques- 
tion in the conftituencies ; though, ju^l because they 
are hotly debated, and usually largely amended, a 
cool reconsideration of these Bills in their amended 
form, such as a well-conftituted Second Chamber 
could give, is often needed. 

It is suggefted, therefore, that in the fir^l part of 
each session a Second Chamber might deal with ‘ non- 
controversial ’ Bills, while the House of Commons 
was debating the more controversial measures ; and 
that in the second half of the session, after Ea^er, 
when the House of Commons is mainly occupied with 
financial que^ions, its legislative work would be in 
the main confined to the already discussed non-con- 
troversial Bills, while the controversial Bills would go 
to the Second Chamber. This is, of course, only a 
rough plan of aftion, which could not be rigidly 
defined •, but it indicates a way in which a reasonable 
correlation might he e^ablished between the House of 
Commons and a well-devised Second Chamber, the 
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result of which would be a very great improvement in 
the efficiency and clarity of the legislative output of 
Parliament. 

A third function of a Second Chamber, not so often 
emphasised as the foregoing, should always be the dis- 
cussion of general queftions of national policy, in a 
calmer atmosphere, and with less hurry, than is 
possible in the House of Commons. For this pur- 
pose it is important that any revised Second Chamber 
should preserve what has unquestionably been the 
greatest Strength of the House of Lords — the presence 
in its membership of a number of men of great dignity 
and high experience, many of them belonging to the 
class of * elder Statesmen ’ who cannot Stand the Strain 
either of electioneering or of the incessant activities 
of the House of Commons. The lax rules of pro- 
cedure in the House of Lords have had this great 
advantage, that they have enabled any member to raise, 
almost at any time, any question of public importance 
which seemed to him to need ventilation. This 
leisureliness and complete freedom of discussion have 
been among the moSt valuable features of the House 
of Lords, and they ought to be preserved. 

In the light of these considerations we can proceed 
to discuss how a Second Chamber could beSt be con- 
stituted to meet the special needs of our syStem ; what 
its powers ought to be ; and how it ought to be 
related to the House of Commons and to the Cabinet. 

But one preliminai*y observation muSt firSt be made. 
However it is constituted, and whatever its powers, 
the Second Chamber ought to be definitely subordinate 
to the House of Commons. Any claim to co-ordinate 
powers, and Still more to superiority of power in any 
field, would inevitably lead to confusion, deadlock and 
uncertainty in government. The supremacy of the 
House of Commons as the representative of the whole 
nation in exercising ‘ control on behalf of the nation * 
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over all the organs of government mu^l be beyond 
question. This supremacy is especially expressed in 
the unshared mastery in the field of finance which the 
House of Commons has long possessed, though it has 
hitherto wielded it very inefficiently. In considering 
both the composition and the powers of a Second 
Chamber, this fundamental principle muft be always 
kept in view. The Second Chamber mu^l not only 
be prevented from challenging the supremacy of the 
House of Commons ; its composition and charafter 
mu^ be such as to put such a challenge out of the 
question. 


IV. Projeils of Second-Chamber Reform 

How, then, should a Second Chamber be con^ituted 
so that it may play its part, in subordination to the 
House of Commons, in making ‘ the control on behalf 
of the nation ’ over the organs of government more 
real and more efficient ? It is agreed, even by its 
own members, that the House of Lords as it is now 
constituted cannot play this part. How should it be 
amended or replaced ? 

We have firSt to consider the proposals made by 
the House of Lords itself, on many occasions, but 
notably in the recent plan put forward by the late 
Lord Cave. The inspiration of all these plans . has 
been the conviftion that the House of Lords is now 
too large and miscellaneous a body to do its work well, 
and that its preSlige and influence are damaged by 
the notorious absenteeism of a majority of its members. 
But with this conviftion goes the determination that 
the privileges of the ancient eftate of the nobles mu^l 
not disappear. It is therefore proposed that, while 
other elements might possibly also be included, the 
preponderant element in the new House muft be 
elefted by the existing body of peers. And it is 
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hoped that, when thus reconftituted and reduced in 
size, the House of Lords might claim the re^loration 
of some, at all events, of the powers of which it was 
Gripped by the Parliament Aft. Without wafting 
time in the discussion of ftill-born schemes, it is 
enough to say three things about this and all similar 

firft place, the eleftion of a definitely limited 
number of peers by their colleagues would deftroy the 
power which now exifts of using the Royal Prerogative 
of creating peers to overcome opposition in an emerg- 
ency. This would be a very serious matter if there 
were to be any withdrawal of the limitations imposed 
by the Parliament Aft; because it would deftroy the 
only possibility of overcoming a deadlock between the 
two Houses which the Conftitution has hitherto pro- 
vided. A new eleftion of the representative peers 
might indeed be ordered ; but it would be unlikely 
to make any difference — it would be an appeal from 
the selefted representatives to the ‘ backwoodsmen.’ 

In the second place, no process of eleftion that 
could be devised would prevent the eleftion of repre- 
sentative peers from taking place on ftrift party lines — 
as it does to-day in the case of the Scottish and Irish 
peers. A syftem of proportional representation might 
secure a minority of seats for the minority parties ; 
but it would not prevent the exclusion (in so small 
an eleftorate) of those men of non-partisan minds 
who have hitherto been the ftrength of the House of 
Lords ; they would be excluded in favour of definite 
partisans. 

In the third place, the eleftion of the whole or any 
part of a Second Chamber by the exifting body of 
peers would be eleftion on a prepofterously and inde- 
fensibly narrow franchise. Why should 683 men out 
of 25,000,000, merely because they are rich, and have 
(in a good many cases) used part of their riches to buy 


pro) efts. 
In the 
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titles, have the right to eleft members to a Second 
Chamber ? If wealth is to be the basis of election, it 
would be better to make no bones about the matter, 
and fix the franchise at ,^10,000 a year; but it is 
enough to name such a suggestion in order to show 
how impossible it is in a democratic State. If long, 
traceable descent is to be the teSl, many of the present 
members of the House of Lords will have to be 
excluded, and many others will have to come in ; 
though, indeed, on this ground we might all have a 
claim, being all descended from Adam — and, in this 
country, probably all from William the Conqueror, 
though we cannot trace our pedigrees.^ The defenders 
of the hereditary principle have been known to support 
their claims with analogies drawn from the racing 
Stable. But peers are not deliberately and carefully 
bred for the work of legislation, as race-horses are bred 
for racing ; nor are they, like race-horses, ruthlessly 
discarded when they prove to be unfit for their work. 

There is no escaping the conclusion that if we once 
depart from the purely hereditary basis of the present 
House of Lords, we shall have to depart from it alto- 
gether. Not only can nobody sit in the Second 
Chamber of a democratic State, merely on the ground 
that he is the eldeSl son of his father, and that he is 
not addressed as “ Mr.,” but nobody can have a voice 
in the eledlion of those who sit there on such grounds. 
But if the hereditary basis is to be abandoned, what 
alternative is to be adopted ? There have been many 
proposals. Mo^l of them can be very briefly dis- 
missed. 

One method would be that of diredf eleftion, either 

1 The Norman Conque^ took place twenty-six generations ago. 
At that date each of us had 70,948,864 ance^ors ! Making all allow- 
ance for duplicates, it is probable that each of us has in his veins the 
blood of every person alive in England in 1066 who had descendants — 
including William the Conqueror and all his barons. 
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on a limited franchise with a property qualification, or 
on the same franchise as the House of Commons. A 
Second Chamber elected on the same franchise as the 
House of Commons would have an equal authority 
with that House in the eyes of the nation ; and friftion 
and conflid would inevitably result. Several countries 
have tried the method of a limited franchise, but with 
little success : the method is open to the charge that 
it is designed to give to legislation a bias againil the 
mass of the people. 

The method of indiredl eleftion — by County and 
Borough Councils or other such bodies — has often 
been advocated. The French Senate, which is one of 
the ^Ironge^ Second Chambers in the world, is elected 
by a modification of this method: the eleftorate, in 
large areas, consi^ing of all who have been chosen for 
various public bodies. This is a not impossible 
method. For such an eleftion the country might be 
divided into, say, thirty very large areas, each returning, 
say, five members ; the eledtors might be all who had 
served on certain scheduled public bodies ; and the 
voting might be by the single transferable vote. But 
this method has the drawback that the eledfions to 
these bodies are apt to be influenced by consideration 
of the way in which the candidates are likely to use 
their votes on the larger issue ; whereas they ought to 
be chosen purely for the work they have to do. 

A special form of Second Chamber is commonly 
adopted in federal States, such as the United States, 
Germany or Auftralia, in which the Second Chamber 
specifically represents the component members of the 
federation. This method is of course inapplicable to 
Britain, so long as it preserves its existing unitary 
constitution. In the next chapter we shall discuss the 
possibility of a measure of ‘ devolution ' which would 
establish a series of subordinate legislatures for different 
parts of the country. Although this proposal has 
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often been discussed in general terms, it has never 
been seriously advocated by any political party. If it 
were adopted, it might provide a basis for a Second 
Chamber — the subordinate legislatures each ele<fting 
a number of members proportionate to their popula- 
tion. A body elected in this way, by the methods of 
proportional representation, might be an excellent 
Second Chamber : it might even be ftrong enough 
to oppose an effeftive barrier to ill-considered revolu- 
tionary changes. But the prospedf of the eftablish- 
ment of a series of subordinate legislatures is so remote 
that this method offers little chance of an early solution 
of the Second Chamber problem. 

It has sometimes been suggefted that, since the 
House of Commons is chosen on the broad basis of 
citizenship, the Second Chamber might be chosen 
on an occupational or vocational basis, the various 
trades and interefts in the country being direftly repre- 
sented. But the task of drawing up a lift of interefts 
for representation, and of deciding how many members 
each should have, would be an impossible one. And, 
even if this difficulty could be overcome, members 
elefted on such a basis would be bound to feel that 
they were chosen to uphold the interefts which they 
represented — a highly undesirable point of view. We 
already have too large a representation of interefts in 
the House of Commons — too many men who think 
firft of the interefts for which they speak, and only 
secondarily of the common intereft. 

Nomination by the Crown has been used in some 
countries for the conftitution of at leaft a part of the 
Second Chamber. But in this country nomination by 
the Crown means in praftice nomination by the Prime 
Minifter, who is the head of a single political party; 
and who is also the head of the very Government 
which it is the business of Parliament to criticise and 
control. However it might be limited or modified, 
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this method of choice would give too much power over 
the legislature to the head of the executive. He 
already has too much. 

Some have held that, as the Bishops have often played 
a valuable part in the House of Lords, they ought to 
remain in any new Second Chamber, possibly in 
reduced numbers, but that they ought to be joined 
by representatives of the other Churches. The Law 
Lords form a diftinftive element which would ftill be 
useful, even if the exiting judicial funftions of the 
House of Lords were otherwise performed. Others 
hold that the Second Chamber, rather than the House 
of Commons, is the proper place for representatives 
of the Universities ; and that other great corporations 
representing non-political and non-economic elements 
in the life of the community, and essential to our 
civilisation, should be directly represented, such as 
the Royal Academy, the Royal Society, the Colleges of 
Physicians and Surgeons, and so forth. An element 
of this sort, if not too large, might play a useful part, 
and ensure the expression of vital elements in national 
life that are too apt to be disregarded. 

But we mu^ not lose sight of the purposes which 
the Second Chamber is to serve. It is not to be merely 
a miscellaneous colleftion of eminent men, or repre- 
sentatives of various interefts. Its work is political. 
It is to be, in subordination to the House of Commons, 
a revising Chamber for legislation. It is to be a place 
where, in an atmosphere of greater calm, and without 
the responsibility of possibly overthrowing a Ministry, 
the larger issues of national policy shall be publicly 
debated by men whose knowledge and experiences 
give weight to their opinions. To perform these 
funftions well, the Second Chamber ought not to be 
very large ; perhaps its numbers should not exceed 
200 or 250. It ought to be, as fully as possible, in 
harmony with the House of Commons; it ought to 
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represent various schools of thought and parties more 
or less in the same proportion in which the House of 
Commons represents them — provided, that is, that the 
House of Commons represents them fairly. At the 
same time, it ought to include men of eminence and 
experience in the political world, such as have formed 
the chief diftinftion of the House of Lords. 

If the House of Commons does not fairly represent 
the main bodies of opinion in the country and cannot 
be made to do so, then there would be a good deal to 
be said for using the Second Chamber for this purpose, 
in order that it might serve as a barrier againft violent 
changes not in accord with the real wishes of the 
nation — a danger which muSt always be present so 
long as the Commons are elefted in the preposterous 
way now used, and so long as it is possible for a 
minority of 38 per cent, to obtain a sweeping majority 
in that House. Should the House of Commons con- 
tinue to be elefted on the present basis, the Second 
Chamber might be elected on the same franchise, but 
by the method of proportional representation.^ But 
the result of this would be that, whatever limitations 
might be put upon the powers of the Second Chamber, 
its preSlige in the eyes of the nation would soon be 
far greater than that of the House of Commons, pre- 
cisely because it would be more representative. With 
its prestige, its power would grow. No Prime Minifter, 
however large his artificial majority in the House of 
Commons, would dare to defy an adverse judgment of 
the more representative House : if he did so, it would 
be at his peril, as he would find in the next eleftion ; 
for, under the unstable sy^em which now exi^s, a 
very small turnover of votes would suffice to sweep 
him out of power. Even the all-important queftion 
of finance could not long be kept out of the purview of 

^ I ventured to work out this suggeftion during the controversy of 
1910, in a little book entitled Pe^rs and Bureaucrats (Con^able). 
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a body so constituted ; for, although it might, and no 
doubt would, be unable to rejeft or amend financial 
proposals, nothing could prevent it from passing 
resolutions in condemnation of them, which would 
have an effeft upon the mind of the nation altogether 
different from that of such a resolution passed by the 
existing House of Lords. 

The friction between the two Houses that would 
thus result would, no doubt, be very undesirable ; yet 
it may be doubted whether it would be worse than the 
carrying of violent measures of change by means of a 
minority vote in the country, which is always a real 
possibility so long as the present syStem continues. 
But, in fadt, we may be very certain that a Second 
Chamber constituted on such a basis will not be 
created. Those who insiSl upon maintaining the 
present unjuSl and dangerous sySlem of eleftion 
because they think a false majority is better than fair 
representation, or because they hope to win the 
didtatorial powers which a parliamentary majority con- 
fers without the necessity of converting to their views 
a real majority of the nation, are not likely to set up 
a Second Chamber of a kind which would defeat their 
ends. 

The charadfer of the Second Chamber is thus seen 
to depend upon the charadter of the House of Com- 
mons. If that House, is to remain as unrepresentative, 
and as liable to the gambling chances of a vicious 
eledforal sy^em, as it now is, we shall need a strong 
and independent Second Chamber to guard againft 
the real dangers created by this situation. And since, 
as we have seen, the provision of such a body by diredf 
popular eledlion on a proportional basis is moft 
unlikely to be adopted, and would lead to dangerous 
conflidl if it were adopted, the only other mode of 
providing a strong Second Chamber would be that of 
eledlion by subordinate legislatures, on a proportionate 
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basis. But this depends upon the possibility of eftab- 
lishing a series of subordinate legislatures, which is 
remote; and even if this were done, there would be 
frequent friition, not easily overcome, between a 
Second Chamber thus conftituted and the House of 
Commons — especially when the latter failed to represent 
fairly the real mind of the nation, as it commonly does. 

We are therefore driven to the conclusion that there 
can be no satisfaftory solution of the Second Chamber 
problem unless and until the House of Commons is 
made truly representative — unless and until, by that 
means, the nation is safeguarded again^l the possi- 
bility that absolute and unlimited power may fall to 
a well-organised minority of 38 per cent, or less. On 
that assumption, but only on that assumption, it will 
be unnecessary, in working out a plan for a Second 
Chamber, to conceive of it as a barrier against violent 
changes not desired by the nation. And since, in that 
case, it will be only the revising and deliberative 
funftions of the Second Chamber that will need to be 
considered, the problem will at once become much 
easier. 

If or when the House of Commons fairly represents 
all serious bodies of opinion in the country in pro- 
portion to their ^rength, the beft way of constituting 
an efficient Second Chamber will be by the election 
of the bulk of its members by the House of Commons 
itself — not, of course, from its own numbers, but from 
the whole nation. Once elefted, the members of a 
Second Chamber chosen in this way would naturally 
hold their places until the House of Commons was 
dissolved. A single proclamation would dissolve both 
Houses ; and a new eleftion to the Second Chamber 
would be the firSl business of the House of Commons 
after each general election. Perhaps 150 or 200 
members might be elefted in this way ; and they 
might be reinforced by a much smaller group — not 
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rigidly defined, but not numbering more than about 
fifty — to be chosen in another manner, which will be 
suggefted below. 

Obviously the members of the Second Chamber 
ought not to be elefted en bloc by a bare majority of 
the House of Commons. This would mean that 
whenever one party had a clear majority its leaders 
could nominate the whole of the Second Chamber; 
and that when there was a balance of parties two of 
the parties would be under a ftrong temptation to 
combine and divide the membership of the Second 
Chamber between them. The eleftion would have 
to be carried out on a proportional basis. Possibly 
the recognised parties or the House might nominate 
members in proportion to their ftrength in the House, 
or in the country ; or, better, every member might be 
entitled to put forward names, among which a seleftion 
might be made either by the single transferable vote 
or in some other way which would ensure a propor- 
tional result. 

However the eleftion was conduced, eleftion by 
the House of Commons could be trufted to produce 
a diftinguished body ; for the aim of every party 
would be to send to the Second Chamber the moft 
diftinguished of its supporters in the country — men of 
reputation and weight, men who could put their point 
of view with ability and force. 

It remains to consider how the smaller block of 
members should be chosen. The objeft of providing 
for this reinforcement is to ensure that the moft 
valuable element in the exifting House of Lords should 
be preserved. There should be some members who 
would sit for life. The membership of others should 
be limited to their tenure of the offices in respeft of 
which they held their places. The firft category 
might include, for example, ex-Cabinet Minifters not 
being members of the House of Commons ; the Lord 
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Chancellor, the Lord Chief Juft ice and other eminent 
judges ; and a number of men who had held certain 
great offices of State scheduled in the Aft creating the 
new Chamber, such as the Viceroyalty of India, the 
governorships of the Dominions, and so forth. The 
second category might include the Presidents of a few 
great corporate bodies, such as the Royal Society and 
the Royal Academy, together with, possibly, the Vice- 
Chancellors of the Universities, a certain number of 
the Bishops, and representatives of other denomina- 
tions. The Prime Minifter might be empowered to 
nominate to membership any member of his Cabinet 
who was not a member of the House of Commons, in 
order that the Cabinet might have its mouthpieces in 
the Second Chamber ; Minifters thus appointed would 
become members for life. 

It is not necessary to labour the details of such a 
scheme, the categories of which would be defined in 
the Aft conftituting the Second Chamber ; nor, of 
course, are these proposals anything more than sug- 
geftions. The essential thing is to show that a body 
conftituted in this manner, with a large majority 
chosen by the House of Commons, and a minority 
sitting by right of diftinguished service rendered to 
the community, would form an admirable Second 
Chamber. It would be diftinguished in quality, and 
would therefore command public confidence ; it would, 
because of its diftinftion, be likely to show a good deal 
of independence of judgment, which is very necessary. 
But it would be predominantly elefted by the House 
of Commons, and would refleft the balance of forces 
in that House ; and this would emphasise its essen- 
tially subordinate position. Finally, and moft im- 
portant, it would be eminently well qualified to per- 
form the funftions of revision and deliberation which 
we have seen to be the true funftions of a Second 
Chamber. 
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The problem of relationship with the House of 
Commons, which is one of the moil difficult aspedls 
of all schemes for the reconilrudlion of the Second 
Chamber, would, in the case of such a body, be easily 
solved. The provisions of the Parliament A(5l could 
remain unaltered, though it is to be desired that some 
more satisfadlory method of defining a Money Bill 
than the mere fiat of the Speaker could be devised. 
It has sometimes been suggeiled that a clash between 
the two Houses might be overcome by a joint session. 
That device has always been impossible while the 
House of Lords retained its present conilitution, 
because in such a conference the Commons would be 
swamped. It would not be impossible, though it 
would probably seldom be necessary, with a Second 
Chamber of the kind sugge^ed. 

In its main features the scheme here outlined corre- 
sponds with that suggested by Lord Bryce’s Committee 
on Second Chamber reform. That scheme never 
received serious consideration, because on one side 
there was a resolve to re^ore the ^rength of the 
House of Lords, and to re-e^lablish the hereditary 
principle on solider foundations ; while on the other 
side there were many who were hostile to the very 
notion of a Second Chamber of any kind, fearing that 
it would impair the supremacy of the House of Com- 
mons, and many more who were content to leave 
things as they are, believing that Samson had been 
safely shorn, and could be a useful slave. We believe 
that all these opinions are miftaken. The House of 
Lords can never be restored, and all the schemes which 
have had this in view have come to nothing. On the 
other hand, a Second Chamber is needed, not to limit 
or retrain the powers of the House of Commons, but 
to co-operate with it in making the process of legisla- 
tion more efficient, and in making ‘ the control on 
behalf of the people ’ more real. And the House of 
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Lords in its present form cannot perform effedfively 
the funftions of a Second Chamber, because it fails to 
refleft the mind of the nation, and is apt to be out of 
harmony with the House of Commons. When a 
Conservative Mini^lry is in office, it praftically abdi- 
cates the functions of criticism ; when any other 
Miniftry is in office, it ^lill retains, under the Parlia- 
ment Aft, the power to hamper and delay the work of 
the House of Commons in a way that may be highly 
exasperating ; and it is likely to use this power, though 
the course of national politics has, since 1914, denied 
it the opportunity of doing so. 

Since the preamble of the Parliament Aft promised 
a reform of the conftitution of the House of Lords as 
a necessary sequel to the limitation of its powers, no 
serious attempt has been made to deal with the prob- 
lem. But it muft be dealt with if ‘ the control on 
behalf of the people,’ which the House of Commons 
is too much occupied to be able to wield effeftively, 
is not to continue to be as inefficient as it has been 
during the laft generation. 



CHAPTER VIII 

OTHER METHODS OF CONTROL 

I. Devolution 

In the laft three chapters we have considered the 
ilru6hire and working of the two Houses of Parlia- 
ment, which are the only institutions provided by the 
constitution for the exercise of control over the Govern- 
ment on behalf of the people. We have been forced 
to the conclusion that, as things now are, the two 
Houses of Parliament are incapable of exercising the 
control that is needed ; and we have examined a 
variety of proposals which, if adopted, would make 
their control more effedtive. But the fundtions of 
government and the adfivities of the bureaucracy are 
now so numerous and so varied, and they grow so 
Readily, that it may be doubted whether, with all the 
improvements in procedure that can be devised, the 
two Houses of Parliament can alone wield an adequate 
control over them. Parliament may have to be supple- 
mented, if the va^ machine of government is not to get 
out of hand. 

The device which is moSI frequently advocated for 
relieving the burdens upon Parliament, and for mak- 
ing ‘ the control on behalf of the people ’ more diredl 
and effedlive, is what is called Devolution — that is, the 
creation of subordinate legislative bodies for defined 
areas of the country, upon which various fundlions 
now inadequately performed by Parliament would be 
‘ devolved.’ 

There is a Strong frima jade case for such a change. 

279 
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In no country in the world, except Japan, are the 
affairs of so large a population controlled by a single 
Parliament and Government as in Britain ; and it 
muft not be forgotten that the British Government 
and Parliament have to deal not only with the affairs 
of the 45,000,000 inhabitants of Britain, but also 
with an empire vaftly greater and more diverse in 
charadler than any other sovereign power controls. 
France and Italy are ‘ unitary ’ States, like Britain ; 
but their populations are smaller, and their external 
responsibilities far less exacting. In America there 
are no less than forty-eight State Governments and 
Parliaments in addition to the national Congress ; 
in Germany there are eighteen. Canada has nine 
subordinate legislatures for a population of some 

10.000. 000; Au^ralia has six for a population of 

6.000. 000. 

It may well appear, therefore, that some measure 
of devolution is the obvious cure for the excessive 
burden that reils upon Parliament and the Cabinet. 
But although this idea has often been advocated in a 
vague way, no definite proposals have yet been put 
forward, nor has any political party yet committed 
itself to the advocacy or such a scheme. We have a 
habit of assuming that no political projeft should be 
regarded as ‘ praftical ’ until it has become a subject 
of party controversy. For that reason, any discus- 
sion of ‘ devolution ’ is apt to seem academic ; and any 
attempt to work out the details of it, so as to under- 
stand what it would mean in pradlice, muSl appear 
little better than a waSte of time. Nevertheless the 
subject deserves examination ; and it can only be 
usefully examined if we enter into some detail. 

It is significant that one very large measure of 
‘ devolution ’ has already been carried out — in Ireland. 
But it was carried out, on our part, very reluctantly, 
and not as an element in any deliberate scheme of 
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constitutional reform. It was forced upon us, after 
bitter controversy and civil war, very largely because 
we refused, at an early enough Stage, to regard the 
creation of subordinate legislatures as a ‘ pradtical ’ or 
permissible device, but treated it rather as a measure 
of disruption. 

Since 1921 the affairs of three-quarters of Ireland 
have been wholly withdrawn from the purview of the 
British Parliament by the creation of the Irish Free 
State, while the remaining quarter has been equipped 
with a subordinate legislature wielding large powers. 
Both of these changes demand attention, because they 
shed an inSIruftive light upon the problem of devolu- 
tion. The creation of the Irish Free State was, indeed, 
much more than a measure of devolution. The ‘ Bail 
Eireann,’ or Irish Parliament, which sits in Dublin, is 
in no sense a subordinate legislature. It is an entirely 
independent body, as free from any semblance of 
control by the British Parliament as the Parliaments 
of Canada or Australia. The violent revolution (for 
it was no less) which led to the recognition of the 
Irish Free State as a wholly autonomous State enjoying 
‘ Dominion llatus ’ within the British Commonwealth 
was the culmination of a century of conflift, during 
which the majority of the Irish people continuously 
maintained that the British Parliament neither under- 
stood nor sufficiently attended to the special needs of 
Ireland, and that these demanded the creation of a 
separate legislature. Forty, or even twenty, years 
ago, the Irish would have been content with less than 
‘ Dominion Status.’ They would have accepted a 
subordinate legislature with defined (though very sub- 
stantial) powers — that is, a form of devolution. The 
long denial of their demand brought about revolution 
instead of devolution ; and the Irish Free State is, to 
all intents, an independent State, with its own army, 
its own tariff, its own coinage, its own flag. 
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The four counties of north-ea^lern Ireland, whose 
determined opposition to any form of ‘ Home Rule ’ 
was the main difficulty in the way of an earlier solution 
of the Irish problem, have been equipped not only 
with a subordinate legislature, but also with a group 
of separate Mini^ries, cut off from the control of the 
great centralised Departments in London. This is 
the only measure of true ‘ devolution ’ that has yet 
been carried out in this country; and although the 
area which it covers is a small one, the experiment 
seems to be working well. The withdrawal of all 
Irish questions from the British Parliament has un- 
doubtedly relieved the pressure upon the time of the 
House of Commons. If that House had, since the 
war, been compelled to devote to Irish questions the 
time which it had to give to them before the war, it 
could not have dealt with the crowding problems of 
the poft-war era : it would have broken down alto- 
gether, and its claim to control over national policy 
would have become altogether unreal. 

Both in Scotland and in Wales there have long been 
demands, in some quarters, for the eftablishment of 
separate though subordinate legislatures. These de- 
mands have never been urged with the passion of the 
Irish demand, nor have they even had the support of 
a majority. But, like the Irish demand, they have 
been inspired by national sentiment. These smaller 
nations have no desire for independence, no wish to 
break up the long partnership of the three peoples of 
the Island from which all have profited. But both of 
them value their di^inftive national charafteriftics, 
and want to cultivate them. In both there are ele- 
ments which fear that the highly centralised Govern- 
ment in London may, by its conftant pressure, ‘ iron 
out ’ these di^linftions. The more adlive and power- 
ful the highly organised bureaucracy of Whitehall 
becomes, the more these fears grow. 
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To some, the idea of ‘ devolution ’ means no more 
than the eftablishment of subordinate legislatures in 
Scotland and Wales. This would, of course, satisfy 
the nationali^ sentiment of these countries. But if it 
were advocated on this ground alone, it would arouse 
^rong opposition, not in England only, but in Scot- 
land and Wales themselves. On the other hand, if it 
were advocated on the ground of relieving the pressure 
on the time of the House of Commons, it might 
reasonably be argued that the relief given would be 
relatively small. Neither Scotland nor Wales has 
ever claimed so inordinate a share of the time of 
Parliament as Ireland did in the nineteenth century. 
If both had separate legislatures, the House of Com- 
mons would ftill have to deal, for England, with 
almoft the same number of Bills as before, and almoif 
the same number of E^imates. 

To afford any real relief to Parliament, a scheme of 
devolution would therefore have to deal with En|^land 
as well, setting up perhaps half a dozen provincial 
legislatures, and assigning to them full responsibility 
for subftantial departments of government, which 
would be withdrawn from the purview of the central 
Parliament. This was realised by Mr. Winston 
Churchill, when, soon after the war, he advocated a 
scheme of devolution as the only means of relieving 
Parliament; although his proposals were very in- 
definite, he pointed out that England (which includes 
six-sevenths of the population of Britain) would have 
to be broken up into several provinces. No other 
^atesman of the firft rank has yet ventured to advo- 
cate such a scheme, nor has Mr. Churchill ever re- 
turned to it. But that is no reason why we should not 
discuss the idea, if it be true that without some measure 
of this sort the control on behalf of the nation over its 
omnipotent Government cannot be made cffeftive. 
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II. The Dangers oj Excessive Centralisation 

There are, in faft, two diftinft arguments in favour 
of devolution. The firft is the necessity of relieving 
the strain upon Parliament. The second is the im- 
portance of finding some means of limiting the exces- 
sive pressure towards centralisation which has become 
one of the mo^l remarkable phenomena in our national 
life. This pressure is naturally mo^l felt, or mo^ re- 
sented, where national sentiment exifts, and where it is 
expressed or upheld by di^tinftive inftitutions or modes 
of life which centralisation threatens to weaken or 
deftroy. There is a national sentiment in Scotland 
or Wales ; there is no national sentiment in Yorkshire 
or Devonshire ; and therefore Scotland and Wales 
are more conscious of the excessive tendency towards 
centralisation than Yorkshire and Devonshire. But 
this does not mean that the tendency does not exift 
in England, or that we ought not to guard again^ it. 

Little attention has been direfted to this central- 
ising tendency, or to its impoverishing effedls. There 
is no country in the world, except France, where it is 
so ftrong as in Britain ; there is no capital in the 
world, except Paris, which threatens so seriously as 
London does to suck into itself the vitality of the 
whole nation. Germany, for example, has many 
centres of vitality that rival Berlin ; America has many 
that rival New York. The explanation of this con- 
trail is that in this country government is completely 
centralised in London ; while in Germany and in 
America it is largely decentralised. 

The centralising process is moil obviously exhibited 
in the increasing control exercised by the central 
Government over the local government authorities, 
which become, more and more, merely agents for the 
execution of the central Government’s will. Every 
A6l of Parliament which deals with any of the fun<5lions 
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of the local authorities {e.g. the recent Derating and 
Local Government Aft) adds to the power of the 
central Departments. The chairmen of committees 
and the permanent officials of County and Borough 
Councils now find that they have to be continually 
running up to London to interview the officials of the 
Departments, besides conftantly meeting in their own 
offices the Inspeftors, Auditors, and other travelling 
representatives, whom the Departments send down. 

The same process is at work in the sphere of trade. 
During the war every important induftry and distribu- 
tive trade was controlled from London ; and, although 
this has come to an end, the Government (not Parlia- 
ment) ftill plays a great part in shaping the policy of 
induftry. There are frequent Government inquiries 
into the condition of one induftry or another : repre- 
sentatives of these induftries have to spend a great 
deal of time in travelling to London to attend the 
inquiries, to interview the officials of the Departments, 
or to meet the Prime Minifter or a Committee of the 
Cabinet. Trade Boards sit, usually in London, to 
fix or revise the wage-rates of various trades under the 
direftion of the Miniftry of Labour. Fiscal duties 
are proposed on this commodity or that; and repre- 
sentatives of the induftries concerned have to attend 
inquiries held by the Board of Trade — sometimes, also, 
they ftrive to influence members of Parliament in the 
lobbies, the clubs or the big reftaurants. More and 
more, the induftrialift has to work with one eye on his 
faftory, and the other on London. 

This is a refleftion, and largely a consequence, of a 
process of concentration that has been going on in 
induftry itself. The innumerable local banks, which 
used to cater for the needs of known local cuftomers, 
have been swallowed up by gigantic corporations, 
notably the Big Five, which have their headquarters 
in London, and allow very little freedom of aftion to 
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their local representatives. Thanks to this concen- 
tration, the Government, afting with the Bank of 
England and the Big Five, can regulate the issue of 
credit: thus it was able to order the sudden and 
severe deflation which largely caused the trade collapse 
of 1921. The great shipping lines have been mollly 
brought under the control of a few gigantic organisa- 
tions, which are managed from London. As a conse- 
quence, famous ports, such as Liverpool, which used 
to have an economic life of their own, have been 
reduced to subordination : the movements of their 
ships are ordered from London ; and only subordinate 
officials now inhabit moft of the palatial offices on 
Mersey-side. In Cardiff and Southampton even the 
docks are owned and controlled by Railway Com- 
panies, which have their headquarters in London. 
Huge industrial amalgamations, with faftories scattered 
over every part of the country, are controlled and 
directed from grandiose offices in London, such as the 
majeSlic palace of Imperial Chemical Industries. 
Even those industries which have resisted the process 
of amalgamation have been driven to organise them- 
selves in powerful alliances, such as the Mining 
Association, which usually find it necessary to maintain 
a headquarters office in London. The distributive 
trades are undergoing the same process : the huge 
department-Stores of London are buying up similar 
establishments in the provinces ; and the sale of 
groceries, drugs, tobacco, ready-made clothing, and 
other things is passing into the hands of multiple- 
shop concerns, which moStly have their headquarters 
in London. In the same way, the great Trade Unions, 
whose activities cover the country, moStly have their 
central offices in London ; and it is from London that 
the orders go out commanding a Stoppage in one place, 
or a Stiffening of the restrictions upon overtime in 
another. 
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In other fields besides industry and commerce the 
process of centralisation goes on apace. The popular 
daily Press of London is extending its sales over the 
country, and making the continued existence of inde- 
pendent organs of opinion even in the big cities more 
and more difficult. A large majority of the news- 
papers sold in this country are produced in London, 
by a few great combines controlled by a handful of 
potentates, who have (or think they have) the power 
to direft the opinions of a major part of the nation. 
Almost the whole of the periodical Press, weekly or 
monthly, which influences opinion is issued from 
London. Very few books are now published else- 
where than in London : time was when Edinburgh, 
for example, had an independent intelledlual life, but 
that time is long paft. The theatres of London 
dominate the country : theatres in ‘ the Provinces ’ 
are, with half-a-dozen unimportant exceptions, merely 
booths for the accommodation of travelling companies 
from London. Broadcafting intensifies the intel- 
leftual ascendancy of London : the greater part of the 
country likens to the London programmes, and what 
it hears (which is now probably quite as important as 
what it reads) is didlated by the authorities at Broad- 
casting House. 

It cannot be a healthy thing that the independence 
of outlook and the diSlin6tiveness of the great pro- 
vincial centres should thus be undermined ; that their 
vitality should be drained away to an overgrown and 
dropsical city which is too large to have any diSlinftive 
character of its own. The increasing centralisation 
of our national life in London, and the increasing 
impoverishment of what are contemptuously called 
‘ the Provinces,’ are social and political fa£ls of great 
moment. They deserve Study; but a little book on 
the machinery of government is scarcely the place for 
a serious examination of the problem. All that we 
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are concerned with here is the bearing of the problem 
upon the queftion of devolution. Beyond a doubt, 
the concentration of all Government aftivities in Lon- 
don is one of the reasons for the concentration of other 
aftivities in London ; and a measure of devolution 
might help to check the process. The need for re- 
ducing the pressure upon the House of Commons is, 
therefore, not the only reason for decentralisation. It 
seems clear that the intelleftual vitality of Ulster has 
been Simulated by the creation of a subordinate legis- 
lature in Belfast. If a Parliament and a Government 
once more existed in Edinburgh, with whatever re- 
^Iriftion of their powers, there would assuredly be a 
revival of the di^indlive civilisation of Scotland. And 
a similar revitalising influence might follow the emanci- 
pation of the great provincial regions of England from 
the incessant pressure of Whitehall. 

It is easy enough to make out a theoretic case for a 
large measure or devolution. The difficulty arises 
when we try to face the practical queftions : What 
powers should be devolved upon subordinate legis- 
latures, if they are to be set up ? and, Over what areas 
should their jurisdiftion extend ? 


III. Possible Areas for Devolution 

If we are to contemplate a complete scheme of 
devolution, the fir^ problem to be considered mu^l 
be that of areas. These would have to be fixed 
partly in relation to population, partly as natural 
geographical regions, linked together by easy means of 
communication. 

There would be no difficulty about the Kingdom of 
Scotland, with a population of about 4,000,000, or the 
Principality of Wales (and Monmouthshire), with a 
population of about 2,000,000. These are not 
merely geographical units, they are di^linft nationali- 
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ties. Scotland, indeed, is already half-way to 
devolution. She has her own system of law, with its 
separate courts, its diflinftive procedure, its own Bar 
and its own law officers. She has a group of adminis- 
trative Departments of her own in Edinburgh, under 
the control of the Secretary of State for Scotland — one 
Minister dealing with an extraordinary diversity of 
subjects. Separate Bills have to be passed for Scotland 
on many subjefts, and they are always referred to 
a Standing Committee consisting of all the Scottish 
members. In the case of Scotland, therefore, it would 
be a simple matter to carry out a measure of devolution ; 
and what is so easy in the case of Scotland could not 
be very difficult in the case of Wales. 

It is much more difficult to divide up England, in a 
satisfactory way, into Provinces suitable to be placed 
under subordinate legislatures and Governments. 
No attempt has yet been made to work out a scheme for 
this purpose. If we now make an attempt to indicate 
a series of possible areas, it is not with the idea of put- 
ting forward a cut-and-dried scheme, but solely in 
order to obtain a more concrete notion of what ‘ devo- 
lution ' would amount to if it were decided to carry 
it out. 

The firft natural region would be London, enlarged 
to include the whole residential area dependent upon it. 
The population of this area would probably be some- 
thing like 9,000,000. There are nineteen sovereign 
States in Europe — including Holland, Belgium, Den- 
mark, Sweden, Greece and Portugal— which have a 
smaller population than this ; and the problems of this 
area in education, health, housing, transport, and the 
organisation of local adminiCIration, Cland by them- 
selves, and ought not to be treated in the same way as 
the corresponding problems in other areas. 

A second natural region would perhaps be that of the 
North-weft — Lancashire, Cheshire, Cumberland and 
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Westmorland, the lands between the Pennines and 
the Irish Sea. It would have a population of about 
6,000,000, equal to that of Sweden or Portugal ; 
and its administrative centre might be at PreSton, 
whence the railways serve every part of the area. 

The ancient realm of Northumbria — Yorkshire, 
Durham and Northumberland — would form a third 
natural region, with a population of about 6,000,000, 
and its capital in the proud and ancient city of York. 

The old realm of EaSt Anglia, together with the 
kindred counties of Lincolnshire, Hunts, Cambridge, 
the Isle of Ely, the Soke of Peterborough, Bedford- 
shire, Hertfordshire and Essex, would form another 
natural region, roughly corresponding with Cromwell's 
EaSlern Association — the richeSf agricultural land in 
England. Peterborough might perhaps be its moSl 
convenient centre of administration ; and there would 
be a population of some two and a half millions — 
nearly as great as that of the Irish Free State or Norway. 

The remaining ten counties of the Midlands, with 
Birmingham as their centre, would roughly corre- 
spond with ancient Mercia : this region would have a 
population of some five millions, greater than that of 
Switzerland. 

Ten south-weSlern counties, from Hampshire and 
Gloucestershire to Cornwall, would include a popula- 
tion of some four and a half millions, which might 
look to Bristol or Exeter as their capital ; this region is, 
in elFeft, the Wessex of Thomas Hardy, and nearly 
corresponds with the ancient historic Wessex. 

Finally, the three south-eaStern counties, Kent, 
Surrey and Sussex, would be left as the smalle^ of the 
Provinces, yet not without a real unity of character, 
linked together as they are by the wealds. After 
dedudting the areas attached to London, they wouldhave 
a population of about 2,000,000, which is substantially 
greater than that of Northern Ireland. 
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This rough scheme for a division of England into 
Provinces is not seriously put forward. It is designed 
merely to show that it is not impossible to devise a 
scheme which would give us Provinces of sub^antial 
size, and of more or less diftinftive charadler, each 
capable of being adminiftered from a convenient 
centre. These Provinces may be compared with the 
four counties of Ul^er, which have a Parliament and 
a Government of their own for a population of a 
million and a quarter; or with the Irish Free State, 
which maintains the whole machinery of an autonomous 
State for a population of little over three millions. 

If a full scheme of devolution were to be adopted, 
each of these Provinces would be endowed with a 
subordinate legislature, and with a group of Depart- 
ments of its own. Each would be responsible both for 
administration and for legislation in respeft of the 
transferred Departments of government. Each would 
have to raise its own revenue to defray its own 
expenses ; and there would have to be a definition, in 
the con^ituting Aft, of the sources of revenue which 
they might use. But how would the ‘ transferred 
subjefts ’ be defined ? And how completely would — 
or could — they be transferred, in a country so closely 
knit as ours 


IV. What Would Devolution Involve? 

To begin with, there are certain great funftions 
which could not be transferred: foreign relations, 
imperial relations, defence, currency, tariffs, the 
administration of the National Debt, the PoSt Office, 
would necessarily remain under the control of the 
Imperial Parliament. But beyond this, where would 
the line be drawn ? 

In Northern Ireland there are (in addition to the 
Ministry of Finance, which would in any case be 
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necessary) five Departments, each with a responsible 
Minister at its head: Home Affairs (which include 
ju^ice, police and local government), Education, 
Agriculture, Commerce, and Labour. If this analogy 
were followed, the centralised Departments in London 
now known as the Home Office, the Ministry of 
Health, the Board of Education, the Ministry of 
Agriculture, the Board of Trade, and the Ministry 
of Labour would disappear, and would be replaced 
by separate Departments for each of these subjefts 
under the control of the subordinate legislatures, 
which would be responsible both for legislation and for 
admini^ration in all these important fields. Obviously 
this would involve a considerable increase of adminis- 
trative co^ls. On the other hand, closer supervision 
might yield counterbalancing economies, and there 
might be a useful adaptation of legislation to the 
varying conditions of different parts of the country. 

There are, however, certain subjefts in the Irish 
lift which it would seem highly undesirable to transfer 
to provincial legislatures. One is juftice. Scotland, 
indeed, already has her own diftinft syftem of juftice, 
her own peculiar procedure, her own separate law- 
officers ; and naturally she would retain them. But it 
is not to be contemplated that half a dozen different 
legal syftems should be permitted to grow up in 
England. On the other hand, there is no reason why 
the adminiftration of the police syftem, and of prisons 
and reformatory inftitutions, should not be devolved 
upon the provincial legislatures. 

Again, it would plainly be undesirable that the 
regulation of trade and induftry should be condufted 
upon different principles in different parts of the 
country, or that there should be variations in Faftory 
Law or in Company Law such as now exift (with un- 
happy consequences) in the American States. The 
great induftrial combines, and the powerful Trade 
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Unions, do not confine their operations within demar- 
cated Provinces, and the conflicts which arise between 
them are nation-wide. It would be intolerable that 
the rates of contribution or of benefit in respeft of 
unemployment or sickness should vary from one part 
of the country to another. It seems to follow that the 
subjects of Commerce and Labour ought not to be 
among those transferred ; they should be dealt with 
on a national basis. 

What remains ? Agriculture and fisheries, public 
health, housing, education, the relief of poverty, the 
regulation and organisation of local government, the 
maintenance of order. All these are subjefts in 
regard to which subordinate legislatures might well 
wield large powers, subject to the ultimate sovereignty 
of the Imperial Parliament. Broadly speaking, all 
these subjects, including even agriculture, are already 
mainly adminiflered through the local authorities ; 
and they are the subjefts which more especially bear 
upon ‘ the condition of the people question.’ 

Now it has long been apparent that the organisation 
of our system of local government needs reconsidera- 
tion. The areas in which various authorities have 
jurisdiftion are defined upon no clearly intelligible 
principle. In any case, the area which is suitable for 
one purpose (for example, education) is seldom suitable 
for another (for example, water supply). This prob- 
lem has so many complexities that successive Cabinets 
and Parliaments, swamped with a multitude of 
functions, have quailed before it. Possibly a series of 
subordinate legislatures might tackle it with more 
success. There is no reason why there should be any 
rigid uniformity of method throughout the whole 
country; on the contrary, there is every reason for 
adjuring the organisation of local government to 
the varying conditions of different areas. 

Even in these subjects, however, there are limits 
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to the amount of variation that is desirable or permis- 
sible in different parts of the country. And this 
brings us to the question of the relations that ought 
to subsift between the Imperial Government and 
Parliament on the one hand, and the Provincial 
Governments and Parliaments on the other. 

Should the Imperial Government exercise any form 
of control over the Governments of the Provinces ? 
Direft control would seem to be out of the queftion. 
It would deftroy the responsibility of the Provincial 
adminiftration. But some means of co-ordination 
and consultation would clearly be necessary. The 
Secretary of State for Home Affairs in the Imperial 
Cabinet might perhaps be charged with the duty of 
keeping in touch with the work of the subordinate 
adminiftrations, holding, possibly, periodical con- 
ferences with their chiefs, and advising the Cabinet 
as to the use of that reserve power of overriding 
legislation of which the Imperial Parliament could not 
diveft itself, though it would use it as little as possible. 

Again, ought the work of the subordinate legisla- 
tures to be subjeft to review or disallowance by the 
Imperial Parliament } Ought their Bills, for example, 
to ‘ lie on the table,’ and perhaps be examined by a 
Committee of both Houses before being submitted 
for the Royal Assent This might be a vexatious 
and time-devouring form of procedure, apt to pro- 
duce friftion between the central and the provincial 
authorities. Another possibility suggefts itself. The 
Provincial legislatures would presumably be single- 
chamber bodies ; for it is unlikely that the elaborate 
double-chamber syftem of Northern Ireland would be 
reproduced. In that case, might it not be reasonable 
that the Bills passed by the Provincial legislatures 
should be submitted to the Second Chamber of the 
Imperial Parliament for revision } A reference of 
Bills from the subordinate legislatures to the Second 
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Chamber of the Imperial Parliament would seem more 
appropriate if that Second Chamber itself were formed 
by eleftion by the Provincial Parliaments. That is a 
possible form of Second Chamber revision, to which we 
have already referred. These may seem to be remote 
and academic questions. But it is necessary to be 
aware of their exigence ; some answer would have 
to be given to them if or when any scheme of 
general devolution was framed. 

A different, and a simpler, method of adjusting the 
relations between the central and the Provincial 
Parliaments is in use in Canada, where there are 
nine provincial legislatures for a total population of 
10,000,000. This method was fixed by the Aft of 
1867, by which the various States, previously unre- 
lated to one another, were brought into a federation far 
closer than that of the United States. The subjefts 
with which the provincial legislatures may deal are 
defined in the Aft, all other subjefts being reserved for 
the federal Parliament. But in regard to some of 
these subjefts the federal Parliament has a concur- 
rent and overriding jurisdiftion ; and it is provided 
that nothing enafted by the provincial Parliaments 
may conflift with the law as defined by the federal 
Parliament. 

It may perhaps be thought that this provision might 
be applied in a syftem of devolution. But there is a 
great difference between the conditions which are 
appropriate when a group of independent States are 
brought together in a new federation, and those which 
are appropriate when a closely-knit unitary State 
devolves certain funftions upon subsidiary legisla- 
tures. In the latter case it muft be obvious that the 
parent body necessarily reserves the power of modify- 
ing the conditions upon which the lesser bodies have 
been eftablished, since it will, in doing so, only be 
amending its own enaftment ; in the former case the 
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arrangement is in the nature of a treaty between 
independent Powers, and therefore cannot be easily 
modified. When the Dominion of Canada was 
organised in 1867, the whole exiting body of laws 
consisted of the laws that had been observed or 
enafted by the State legislatures — there were no 
others; and the provision that the provincial Parlia- 
ments should be bound by laws made by the federal 
Parliament could only refer to new laws, framed in 
view of the existence of the provincial Parliaments. 
But if the British Parliament were to set up a series of 
subordinate legislatures, and to provide that they 
should be bound by all its' enadlments, this would 
mean that they could not alter in any detail the whole 
mass of exiting legislation, framed before the sub- 
ordinate legislatures were even contemplated. This 
would so completely tie their hands as to make their 
eftablishment useless : indeed, it would condemn us to 
^agnation in all the transferred subjefts. 

We have examined in some detail the projeft of 
devolution to subsidiary legislatures, not because it 
is a subjedl; of immediate and praftical interest, for no 
political party has yet put forward any definite pro- 
posals of this kind ; but because there are many 
people who airily assure us that ‘ devolution ’ is the 
only solution of the present congeftion in Parliament, 
without having thought out what the term involves. 
Devolution is not the only remedy, as we have seen 
in previous chapters. But it is not unlikely to 
assume greater prominence in the future than has been 
given to it in the paft, especially under the impetus of 
national sentiment in Scotland and Wales. It is 
therefore important that we should think clearly on the 
subjedf, before it is obscured by the fog of party 
controversy. 

It has not been our purpose to put forward a definite 
scheme ; we have gone into some degree of detail only 
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because that is the only way in which the issues can 
be made plain. Our aim has been solely to explore the 
subjeft. And the conclusion of our discussion would 
seem to be, firil, that a large scheme of devolution is 
quite praftical, but that it is only worth undertaking 
if it is applied, not merely to one or two regions, but to 
the whole country; secondly, that, in a closely-knit 
country such as ours, it would be essential to preserve 
in an effedfive way a real control by the Imperial 
Parliament over the work of the subordinate legisla- 
tures, and that this can be readily done, provided that 
the Second Chamber problem is satisfaftorily solved ; 
thirdly, that such a scheme would give an immense 
relief to the House of Commons, and enable it to do 
more thoroughly the work which it now perforce 
negledls ; and, finally, that such a scheme would use- 
fully qualify the tendency to excessive centralisation 
which is one of the moft unhealthy features of recent 
development ; while it might also provide the means 
for dealing — not necessarily on uniform lines, but with 
a wholesome variety of method — with the chaos into 
which our system of local government seems pro- 
gressively to be falling. 

V. ‘ Fundional ’ Devolution and Industrial Self- 
Government 

The creation cf Provincial legislatures is not the 
only way in which devolution might be effefted. 
Another method would be the creation of special 
bodies organised on a national scale to deal with 
particular subjefts, and including representatives of 
the interests more immediately concerned. This may 
be called ‘ funftional,’ as opposed to ‘ regional ' 
devolution. There is only one sphere in which the 
adoption of this method has been seriously proposed — 
that of economic affairs, which, as we have seen, could 
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not be safely devolved upon regional or Provincial 
legislatures. 

The mo^l sweeping proposal of this kind was that 
which was put forward by Mr. Sidney Webb (now 
Lord Passfield) in his Constitution for a Socialist Com- 
monwealth., in which he suggefted that there should 
be two Parliaments, with concurrent powers, one for 
political and the other for economic affairs. But it 
would be quite impossible to draw any clear line between 
these two spheres ; and even if an arbitrary line were 
somehow drawn, there would be inevitable and 
ruinous fridfion between the two rival Parliaments. 
For these reasons, not even the moft loyal and habitual 
admirers of the Webb philosophy have found a word 
to say in defence of this unworkable projeft ; and it 
need not further delay us. But the fadl that such a 
projedb could even be suggested by an economic 
thinker of such high ^landing may be taken as a proof 
that the need for a special treatment of economic 
problems is felt to be real. 

The only modern State in which an attempt has 
been made to meet this need is Germany, which has 
had, since 1920, a Federal Economic Council (Reichs- 
wirtschaftsrai). This body is the culmination of 
a hierarchy of economic bodies, rising upwards from 
the Works Councils which are compulsorily main- 
tained in every fadfory. It has a membership of 326, 
who are divided into ten groups, covering every aspedl 
of the economic life of the nation : besides the industrial, 
commercial and agricultural groups, there are a group 
representing Government officials, a group representing 
the consumers, and a group which includes leading 
economists. This remarkable body adts through 
twenty Standing Committees, and the whole assembly 
meets about once in two months to consider the reports 
of its committees. All Government legislative pro- 
posals on economic questions have to be submitted to 
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it for consideration before they are introduced in the 
Reich^ag (Parliament). The Economic Council also 
has the right of initiating legislation. There have 
been variant opinions as to the degree of success which 
the Economic Council has attained during its ten 
years of existence. But the preponderant opinion is 
that, while it is cumbrous and often becomes a mere 
debating society, it has performed a valuable function 
both in easing the relations between labour and capital, 
and in enabling those who will be chiefly aflPefted by 
the working of a new law to express their opinion 
about it before it is enadled. The debates in the 
Economic Council have led to modifications in Bills 
before they were introduced; they have exercised a 
real influence upon the course of discussion in the 
Reichilag ; and they have probably reduced the time 
necessary for Reichftag debates. 

A further advantage which results from the exig- 
ence of such a body as the Economic Council is that 
organised economic intere^s find in it an organ in 
which they can be direftly and proportionately repre- 
sented, and in which they can make their opinions 
felt on matters that direftly concern them. There is 
therefore less reason why these interests should ftrive 
to secure representation in Parliament, and by so doing 
distort the parliamentary representative system. When 
the employers and the Trade Unions in all the great 
indu^lries know that they have their spokesmen in a 
body which will have the chance of discussing every 
measure aflFefting them, they are less likely to spend 
their funds in forwarding candidatures in ordinary 
parliamentary elections. 

An institution similar to the German Economic 
Council nearly came into being in this country after 
the war. In 1919 a National Industrial Conference 
was called by the then Government. It included 
representatives of employers and Trade Unions in 
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moil of the principal induilries ; it passed a number of 
resolutions on economic policy ; its members felt that 
it had made a useful contribution to mutual under- 
ilanding between labour and capital ; and they urged 
that meetings of this kind should be held at regular 
intervals. 

This experiment has never been repeated. But in 
many quarters the eilablishment of a National Induilrial 
Council, or an Induilrial Parliament (as it is sometimes 
loosely called), has since been ilrongly advocated. The 
phrase ‘ Induilrial Parliament ’ is apt to be misleading, 
since it suggests an independent power of legislation 
which would invade the responsibility of the Govern- 
ment and the House of Commons ; and, with the 
exception of Lord Passfield, nobody has seriously 
advocated such a change. What has usually been 
advocated is a body representative of all the chief 
industrial intereSls, which would have powers of dis- 
cussion similar to those enjoyed by the German 
Economic Council. Such a proposal was adopted 
by the Liberal party in 1921 ; it has also, though 
more vaguely, been advocated by the Labour party; 
and a scheme of this kind was the principal recom- 
mendation of the conference on industrial relations 
held in 1928 under the joint presidency of Lord 
Melchett and Mr. Ben Turner. 

The establishment of such a body, even by Statute, 
would not in any true sense be a measure of devolution, 
since the National Industrial Council would be only 
a consultative body, not a legislative or administrative 
body, and every recommendation which it adopted 
would have to be subsequently endorsed by Parliament 
before it could obtain the force of law. But it is 
thought by the advocates of the scheme that if Govern- 
ment measures on economic questions (such as a 
new Faftory A <51 or an amendment of the Unemploy- 
ment Insurance scheme) were submitted to a National 
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Industrial Council before being debated in Parliament, 
the result would be a more searching and a better- 
informed discussion than Parliament would be likely 
to give, and that this might greatly abridge the subse- 
quent discussion in Parliament. It is also thought 
that such a body might usefully initiate projefts of 
reform which (after being put into the form of Bills 
in the Departments concerned) might come before 
Parliament with the weight of an expert and non- 
partisan body behind them, and would therefore be 
likely to have an easy passage. Thus, without the 
formal devolution of law-making powers, some of the 
advantages of devolution would be gained in a field of 
great complexity and difficulty. 

There are sundry difficulties and dangers in this 
proposal which may not be insuperable, but which are 
apt to be too lightly brushed aside by its supporters. 
The fir^l is the difficulty of ensuring that all the trades 
and indu^ries in the country are fairly and pro- 
portionately represented. A mere eleftion of so many 
members from the Trade Union Congress on one side, 
and so many from the Federation of British Industries 
on the other, would not (so some critics believe) give 
a real representation of British Industry; it would 
rather produce a balance between the militant wings 
on the two sides ; it would bring together the people 
who like talking on committees, rather than the 
people who like to attend to their business. Again, 
there is a possibility that the result might be an agree- 
ment between capital and labour at the expense of the 
community. The tradition of an equal representation 
of ‘ two sides ’ is so Strong in British industrial dis- 
cussions that there would probably be no room for 
the representation of the consumers and of the scientific 
economists which forms an essential element in the 
German scheme. These elements would be regarded 
as holding the balance, and therefore as wielding 
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control ; or as weighting the scales on one side or the 
other. Finally, there is a fear that a large body of this 
kind might be useless as a means of discussion, and 
that its meetings might degenerate into a fruitless 
wrangle between two opposing sides. If it was to 
represent every industry, it would have to be com- 
parable in size to the House of Commons ; but there 
would be no ‘ Government ’ to determine the subjects 
of discussion, or to guide the course of debate. These 
difficulties are not insuperable ; but they need much 
fuller consideration than they have yet received before 
a new institution of this character can be successfully 
launched. 

A more modeSl scheme, not incompatible with the 
establishment of a National Industrial Council, was 
suggested in the remarkable survey of industrial 
problems known as Britain’s Industrial Future. It was 
there proposed that a small working body of about 
twenty-four members, consisting partly of Trade 
Union leaders, partly of representative employers, and 
partly of persons nominated by Government, should be 
set up as a Statutory advisory body attached to a pro- 
posed new Ministry of Industry. All Orders issued 
by the Ministry, such as those by which wage-rates 
are fixed under the Trade Board A6ts, would be sub- 
mitted to it for discussion and report ; Bills dealing 
with industrial matters would undergo its criticism 
before being introduced in Parliament ; and it would 
exercise a general supervision over the machinery of 
industrial negotiation in all trades, and over the 
movement of wage-rates, and the influence of rings 
and combines upon price-levels. Such a body could 
only be advisory. It could not be endowed with 
formal legislative authority, and therefore its estab- 
lishment would not. Strictly, be a measure of devolution. 
But it would serve many useful purposes. It would 
submit the ‘ administrative legislation ’ of the Depart- 
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ments concerned to effieftive criticism. Its views on 
legislative proposals would often lead to their being 
modified before introduction, and would have great 
weight in the House of Commons when the Bills were 
introduced. In both of these ways its work might 
substantially reduce the time necessary to be given to 
the Committee Stage of such measures. In any case, 
it would ensure that the increasing power of regulation 
now exercised by the Government would not be left 
wholly in the hands of officials, but would be subjeCt 
to competent and inStruCted criticism. If all the 
Departments concerned in industry and commerce 
were grouped together in the manner suggested in an 
earlier chapter (p. 1 1 2 ), such a body might well be 
attached to the whole group, in an advisory capacity. 

In the comprehensive scheme of induftrial reform 
from which this proposal is drawn, there is a carefully 
wrought-out scheme of industrial self-government, to 
be carried out by means of Industrial Councils in every 
organised induftry, and by Works Councils in every 
factory above a certain size.^ This scheme, which 
deserves Study as the moSt fully thought-out scheme 
of organised co-operation in induStry that has yet 
been published, does not here immediately concern us, 
except that it proposes, under certain safeguards and 
conditions, to confer upon Industrial Councils the right 
of legislating for their industries, subject always to the 
supreme authority of Parliament. This would mean 
that regulations regarding wage-rates, the hours and 
conditions of labour, and similar subjedts, would ‘ lie 
upon the table ’ of both Houses for a period, and, if 
not challenged, would obtain the force of law, and be 
enforceable in the courts. Before such a syStem could 
be safely established two things would be necessary. 
In the firSt place, since a change in one induStry may 
deeply affedt others, any proposal of this kind ought 
^ Britaifts Industrial Future, Chaps. XVII, XVIII. 
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to be considered by a body representing industry as a 
whole, such as the advisory council discussed in the 
la^l paragraph, and the views of such a body should 
be available to Parliament before it endorsed the pro- 
posed regulation. In the second place, it would be 
necessary that the provision made for the discussion of 
such proposals in Parliament should be more adequate 
than It now is: we have already suggested (pp. 233- 
237) means by which this could be done. 

The task of regulating industry, which necessarily 
falls upon the State, becomes every year more complex 
and difficult, as the organisation of induftry itself 
becomes more complex. There are some who assert 
that the State ought not to meddle in this sphere at all. 
That is a wholly untenable dodlrine. No Government 
in hi^ory has ever been able to aft upon such a 
principle, or negation of principle; and it is less 
possible to aft upon it to-day than ever before. The 
State exifts for the purpose of securing peace, juftice 
and liberty for all its citizens, and this obligation does 
not cease in the induftrial sphere. Vaft industrial 
combines are coming into being : they carry on their 
operations under the Company laws of the State ; and 
it is only by an intelligent use of the State’s inalienable 
power of regulation that they can be prevented from 
becoming dangerously powerful, and wielding a 
tyranny over great fields of our common life. The 
old relationship of maSler and servant is almoft dead : 
in its place is rising a demand for a new relationship 
of free partnership, appropriate to the citizens of a 
democracy; and to enforce this vague demand, huge 
and powerful organisations of workpeople have 
come into being. The State has to maintain the peace, 
and to do juftice, between these rival forces. Already 
it has assumed funftions of immense importance for the 
pvirpose of ensuring better and freer conditions of life 
for all its citizens, and it is bound to assvune yet more. 
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If the State does not interfere in indu^iy, organised 
industrial interests will interfere with the State. 
They are already doing so, filling the benches of the 
House of Commons with their nominees, and turning 
political parties into their instruments, on one side or 
the other. 

When we speak of ‘ the State ’ interfering in 
industry, what exactly do we mean ? Primarily we 
mean the powerful, able and public-spirited bureau- 
cracy of the great Departments. But the characteristic 
and inherent defeCts of bureaucracy are nowhere more 
patently displayed than in industry. They need to be 
watched, to be criticised, to be controlled. The 
function of control belongs to Parliament, but we have 
seen how impotent Parliament is to exercise this 
function. Even if the pressure upon its time were 
less, even if it were emancipated from Cabinet dicta- 
torship, it is not necessarily well equipped for this 
kind of work in a highly technical and complex 
field. It needs to be supplemented. The value and 
significance of the experiments and proposals which we 
have been surveying in this seCtion are that they are 
attempts to supplement Parliament, to find means 
whereby industry itself may bring its own criticism 
to bear direCtly upon the work of government, without 
derogating from the ultimate sovereignty of Parlia- 
ment. This is probably one of the greatest political 
tasks of the near future — to adjust the regulation and 
organisation of indu^ry to the needs of a democratic 
society. It is impossible to deal adequately with the 
subjeft here, because it would necessitate a large 
amount of detailed economic argument, which would 
be out of place in a little book upon the machinery 
of government ; but the subjeCl is carefully and 
soberly treated in the book, Britain's Industrial Future^ 
to which we have already referred. It muft suffice 
here to say that a considerable degree of ‘ functional 

X 
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devolution,’ a calling into counsel of the representatives 
of industry, is indispensable if the inevitably growing 
aftivities of the State in the industrial sphere are to be 
carried on intelligently, and without detriment to 
industry. 


VI. Control by Organised Inters Bs Outside of the 
ConSlitution 

In the foregoing sections of this chapter we have 
considered various proposals for the creation of new 
institutions — new constitutional organs — which might 
supplement or assiSt Parliament in controlling or 
criticising the work of the Government. But there 
are also other means of criticism, if not of direct 
control, which are outside the recognised machinery 
of the Constitution, but which are very effective, and 
may even become dangerously powerful. During the 
laSt generation, as the functions and the power of the 
Government have increased, and as Parliament has 
become more and more incapable of controlling them, 
sundry forces have been organising themselves either 
to resist the power of the Government, or to bring 
pressure to bear upon it. The upgrowth of these 
organised forces has been one of the moSt significant 
features of a period of very rapid constitutional 
development ; and we are, perhaps, insufficiently 
aware of the formidable power which they often wield. 

The earliest and the moSt natural form which these 
adtivities assumed was the exercise of pressure upon 
parliamentary candidates — in itself a perfectly legiti- 
mate thing. This practice was probably moSt highly 
developed by the drink trade, because that trade has 
always been under a high degree of State regulation. 
It seems to have been the firSt organised interest 
which realised how much could be done by supporting, 
financially and otherwise, a particular political party. 
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The exercise of pressure upon parliamentary candi- 
dates has become the normal means of aftion by 
organisations of many different types, from the League 
of Nations Union and the British Legion to the Anti- 
Vaccination Society and the Police Pensioners’ Society. 
The multiplication of these demands for pledges and 
promises no doubt adds to the troubles of the candidate, 
and often commits him to aftion on subjects which 
he does not fully understand. But no one can reason- 
ably challenge the right of bodies of eledlors to put 
questions to, and make demands of, parliamentary 
candidates. What is, in a constitutional sense, much 
more serious is the tendency of certain organised 
interests to bring pressure upon the Government, not 
through Parliament, which is supposed to be the 
mouthpiece of the nation, but direftly, thus turning 
themselves into new forces of control over the Govern- 
ment. That such action should be felt to be necessary 
is in itself a proof that Parliament is felt to be an 
inadequate means of control. 

One of the moSl Striking recent developments of this 
kind is the organised adtion of the local authorities, 
through which so large a part of the work of govern- 
ment has to be carried on. To meet the increasing 
pressure of the Government Departments, local 
authorities of different types have found it necessary 
to organise themselves in Associations for common 
adfion. When thus organised, they can wield a power 
which no Government can afford to disregard ; and in 
all matters affedling local government they tend to 
become an organ of criticism and even of control far 
more potent than Parliament itself. A Government 
which feels that — secure in the possession of a docile 
majority — it can afford to disregard the criticism of 
other parliamentary parties, will li^en with respedt to 
the representations of the combined local authorities. 
The moft striking evidence of this was provided by the 
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discussion on the Derating and Local Government 
Bill of 1929. The real discussion of this measure took 
place outside Parliament, in conferences between the 
Ministry of Health and the local authorities, who 
wre^led from the Minister large concessions and 
amendments which he would never have accepted in 
Parliament. The Minister dared not proceed until 
he had come to an agreement with the local authorities ; 
but the discussion in Parliament was ruthlessly guillo- 
tined. In this instance the effeftive control over the 
legislative policy of the Government was unque^ion- 
ably exercised outside of Parliament ; and no episode 
in parliamentary hi^ory has more strikingly illuSlrated 
the impotence to which Parliament has been brought, 
in a field which has always been regarded as peculiarly 
its own, by the dictatorship of the Cabinet. The 
local authorities were right to do what they did ; but 
the faCt that they had to do it in this manner, and not 
through their party-bound representatives in Parlia- 
ment, is a highly significant illustration of the modern 
development of our syStem of government. 

The control of finance, even more than the control 
of legislation, is supposed to be the peculiar prerogative 
of Parliament. We have already seen (pp. 220—230) 
how futile this control is in praCtice. The influence 
over the financial policy of the Government that is 
wielded by Parliament — more particularly when the 
Government has a majority — is negligible in com- 
parison with the influence that is wielded by the power 
which is conveniently summarised as ‘ the City ’ — the 
power of the Banks, the big financial houses, and the 
Stock Exchange. This influence is exercised, not at 
all through Parliament, but by direCl: and private 
pressure upon the Chancellor of the Exchequer and 
the Treasury, and this pressure is all but irresistible 
because of the frequent operations of the Treasury in 
the money-market. Was it Parliament which con- 
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trolled the Government when the policy of rapid 
deflation was adopted, or when the sudden and 
premature return to the gold standard was decided 
upon ? In these cases, which profoundly affefted 
the prosperity of the country, the real control was 
exercised, not by Parliament, but by ‘ the City.’ It 
was only necessary for ‘ the City ’ to bring pressure 
to bear upon the Treasury. Parliament, under 
Cabinet diftatorship, had nothing to say in the matter, 
except by way of comment after the event. Perhaps 
this was inevitable; but at leaft it is inftrudlive to 
observe where the real control lies. 

In the field of induftry the same process seems to be 
at work. Because the Government is playing a more 
and more aftive part in the regulation of induftry, the 
direftors of induftry seem to be organising themselves 
for common aftion, not through Parliament, but 
direftly by influencing the Government. The Federa- 
tion of British Induftries — a poft-war creation — 
undoubtedly conceives the exercise of this kind of 
pressure as one of its aims. It has not yet taken any 
such overt aftion as the municipal associations have 
taken ; its influence is as yet indireft. But we may 
yet see the day when the real debate upon some 
measure fathered by the Board of Trade will be carried 
on between the President of the Board and the Federa- 
tion ; and Parliament will be called upon merely to 
endorse the decisions thus reached. 

Again, organised Trade Unionism has recently — 
mainly since the war — begun to deal direcftly with the 
Government, in spite of its ftrong representation in 
Parliament, and has even attempted to diftate the 
course of national policy. Having received an enor- 
mous accession of ftrength during the war, and in 
the years which followed, the Trade Union leaders 
were persuaded that their power was irresistible, 
because they could, by calling out the workers, put a 
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ilop to all the mo^l vital aftivities of the nation. 
Armed with this apparently unconquerable weapon, 
they were for a time tempted to claim a control over 
the Government’s policy, in complete disregard of 
Parliament. In 1920 they formed a Council of 
Aftion to force a change of foreign policy upon the 
Government by the threat of a general strike. Nothing 
came of this, because the policy of the Government was 
not what the Council of Aftion supposed it to be ; 
but the threat was a very grave one. Again, in 1921 
the Triple Alliance of railwaymen, transport-workers 
and miners threatened to hold up the whole business 
aftivity of the nation unless the Government compelled 
the mine-owners to accept the demands of the miners. 
The Triple Alliance broke down at the la^ moment ; 
but the menace of a general ^oppage of work at the 
dilation of a group of Trade Union organisers ^ill 
overhung the nation. At length, in 1926, the threat 
was carried into effeft, and the General Strike took 
place — a declaration of war againft the nation as a 
means of dictating to the Government. While it lay 
in its dark lair breathing fire, the ogre General Strike 
had seemed very terrible. But when it came forth, it 
was seen to be a flabby and shambling ogre, and in a 
very few days the ^rike broke down. It is not likely 
to be renewed. But the fadl: that it should have taken 
place at all, in a democratic society in which, in theory, 
every citizen has an equal share of control over the 
Government, is highly significant. 

All these attempts to dictate to or control the 
Government by organised special interests outside of 
the regular machinery of the Constitution are, of course, 
exceedingly dangerous, whether they are made pri- 
vately and behind the scenes, or openly and publicly. 
But it is futile merely to condemn them as wrong or 
unconstitutional. It is useless to say that the methods 
of constitutional action are open to those who are 
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dissatisfied with the policy of the Government, that 
the Government is under the control of Parliament, and 
that Parliament represents the whole nation. For the 
plain faft is that the Government is not under the 
control of Parliament, and that Parliament does not 
accurately refleft the mind of the nation. It is 
precisely for these reasons that attempts at control 
from outside of Parliament, by direft pressure upon 
the Government, have been, and will continue to be, 
made. At the time when the Council of Adlion and 
the Triple Alliance were issuing their threats, a 
Ministry was in power which had a majority in the 
House of Commons of nearly four to one, though it 
had only obtained 52 per cent, of the votes of the 
electorate : could anybody pretend that the opinions 
of the remaining 48 per cent, could obtain adequate 
expression in Parliament } At the time when the 
General Strike was called, the Government, sup- 
ported by a disciplined majority of two to one in the 
House of Commons, was aClually in a minority in the 
country. The majority in the country would certainly 
have desired to see the coal problem (which brought 
about the General Strike) handled in a very different 
way from that which the Government adopted ; yet 
they were impotent to influence the Government’s 
policy through Parliament. 

It is, unquestionably, perturbing that these uncon- 
stitutional forms of pressure or control should be used. 
But there will always be a temptation to use them so 
long as Parliament fails to represent fairly every 
substantial body of opinion in the country ; and so long 
as the Government continues to wield the unqualified 
dictatorship which it exercises whenever it has a 
parliamentary majority. 
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VII. Public Opinion : the Pulpit^ the Platform^ the Press 

Behind the Government, behind Parliament, behind 
all the forces which, legitimately or illegitimately, 
attempt to control or influence the Government, is the 
vague, elusive, omnipotent power of Public Opinion, 
which is the final court of appeal. When it is clear 
and decided, nothing can ^and again^l it : the General 
Strike, for example, crumbled before its disapproval. 
The ^rongeft of Governments dare not disregard it. 
Even despotisms fear it. The despotisms of Italy and 
Russia to-day, like the despotisms of Napoleon and 
Metternich in the pa^l, ^rive to prevent its formation 
and expression by suppressing freedom of speech and 
of the Press ; or, more subtly, they attempt to mould 
and guide it. It can be moulded and guided : it was 
said of pre-war Germany that ‘ Public Opinion in 
Germany is an orchestra which answers only to the 
baton of the Government.’ It is the mo^l di^linftive 
mark of a free sy^em of government that under it the 
formation and expression of Public Opinion are free 
and uncontrolled, and that every organ of Government 
is highly sensitive to it. But this only means that 
every interest can do what it likes to mould or guide 
opinion ; and the result is that, in a free society. Public 
Opinion is, except on a few main issues, extraordinarily 
diverse, variable, and difficult to interpret. 

It is, indeed, possible to perceive a clear and definite 
trend of the current of Public Opinion in certain 
direftions : thus, to-day, it is set towards international 
concord, and towards aftive sympathy with the under- 
dog ; and again^ these currents the ^Ironge^ swimmer 
cannot make headway. When we compare the main 
currents of Public Opinion to-day with those of a 
century ago, or two centuries ago, we can appreciate 
the element of truth in Rousseau’s doftrine of the 
General Will as the ultimate controlling force in 
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human affairs. But on the means of attaining these 
wide aims, and on all the issues of current politics, 
Public Opinion is exceedingly fluftuating and uncer- 
tain, because it is based upon very imperfedl know- 
ledge. It is guided by sentiment, by sudden gu^ls of 
feeling, rather than by reason; its heart is Wronger 
than its head. It needs leadership ; it needs education. 
One of the greateft dangers of democracy is that it may 
tempt men of ambition to liften for Public Opinion 
rather than to guide it ; and its voice is so variable that 
the man who takes it as his guide will continually go 
aftray. The man who keeps his ear to the ground 
cannot see the horizon. Another grave danger of 
democracy is that it may give power into the hands of 
those who know how to frame an appeal to what is 
called ‘ mass-psychology,’ and are willing to make a 
cynical use of their skill for their own ends. This 
danger is peculiarly great under an eleftoral system 
such as ours, which gives decisive power to the waver- 
ing margin of excitable and unin^lrudled voters. 

The forces which mould Public Opinion are there- 
fore of supreme importance to the working of a 
democratic syftem. If these forces are corrupted, the 
consequences may be grave indeed. It is commonly 
said that Public Opinion is in the main moulded by 
‘ the three P’s,’ the Pulpit, the Platform and the Press ; 
but modern invention has added to these two more — 
Broadcafting and the Cinema. 

Time was when the Pulpit — if the word may be 
used to cover all the influences of the Churches — was 
probably the most potent of all moulding forces. In 
the nineteenth century the influence of the Churches 
largely determined the lines of British imperial policy ; 
it dictated the abolition of slavery, and the adoption of a 
new attitude towards backward and dependent peoples. 
The reports of the missionaries scattered over the 
world, which were brought home to the myriads who 
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subscribed the funds by which they were supported, 
guided Public Opinion ; and ftatesmen dared not 
disregard the verdifts of ‘Exeter Hall,’ where the 
annual meetings of the missionary societies were held. 
In home affairs the same powerful influence supported 
the philanthropic use of the power of the State to 
proteft the viftims of industrialism : in public life 
Lord Shaftesbury was the spokesman of this spirit. 
The Nonconformist Conscience (which was by no 
means exclusively Nonconformist) was one or the 
principal moulding forces in British policy ; it 
exacted from British Statesmen a Standard of life and 
condudt which was, no doubt, narrow, and sometimes 
hypocritical, but which was also lofty. The influence 
of the Churches is Still Strong to-day : it has power- 
fully contributed, for example, to the Strong hold upon 
the imagination of the people which the ideal of the 
League of Nations has obtained. But it is no longer 
as potent as it was, partly because the Churches have 
loSt their hold over a large proportion of the nation ; 
partly because they are, for the moSt part, afraid to 
apply the Standards of religion to public policy, leSt 
they should give offence. Religion, it is said, should 
Stand aloof from politics. Yet it muSt be a bloodless 
religion of which politics will not be the moSt practical 
application. 

The power of the Platform is a very modern thing. 
Until late in the nineteenth century, political speeches 
to the general public were rare, except during the actual 
excitement or an eledtion ; and Statesmen of any 
Standing would have thought it beneath their dignity 
to defend their own policy or to attack their opponents’ 
elsewhere than in Parliament. The work of the Anti- 
Corn-Law League (1839—1846) was the fir St great 
platform campaign ever seen in England ; it provided 
an extraordinary proof of the potency of the Platform 
as a means of moulding Public Opinion. Gladstone’s 
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Midlothian campaigns (1878—1880) were the firft 
great examples of an appeal, by a powerful political 
leader, from the court of Parliament to the supreme 
court of Public Opinion. Critics exclaimed againil 
Gladftone’s aftion, on the ground that it would under- 
mine the authority of Parliament. To a large extent 
they were right. Since that time the main debate 
upon great public issues has taken place, not in Parlia- 
ment, but on the Platform. When Cabinet dictator- 
ship was reducing parliamentary discussion to un- 
reality, it was inevitable that the real debate should be 
transferred to the country, where the decisions are 
made as to which party shall have the right of wielding 
this dictatorship. Glad^one’s Midlothian campaigns 
coincided with the beginning of that elaboration of 
party organisation which, as we have seen (pp. 120- 
126), has been one of the moit momentous changes of 
the laft half-century. The public meeting has 
become the principal means of forming Public Opinion. 
It is used, not only by the regular political parties, but 
also by a multitude of other organisations, such as the 
League of Nations Union : the hundreds of little 
meetings, usually unreported in the Press, which are 
held every month by this organisation have certainly 
contributed greatly to the formation of Public Opinion 
on a subjeCf of vital importance. 

Time was when the influence of a public meeting 
was multiplied a hundredfold by the sounding-board 
of the Press, which filled its columns with verbatim 
reports of the pronouncements of political leaders. A 
surprisingly large number of people read these long 
speeches, which therefore had a great influence upon 
opinion. But this is no longer done. People will 
not read long speeches, or, at all events, editors think 
they will not. The flood of political oratory has 
become so immense that it cannot be reported. There 
are only a few political leaders whose speeches are 
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ever reported at all, and even these often get no more 
than a few colourless lines. But the negleft of the 
Press does not mean that the Platform has Toft ground. 
The spoken word, the visible presence of the speaker, 
ftill have their power. The chief results, or Press 
negleft are that the gap between the authoritative 
leader and the ordinary speaker has narrowed ; and 
that the number of meetings and speeches has been 
enormously increased — quantity has made up for 
quality. During the months preceding the general 
eleftion of 1929, it was announced that one political 
party alone was holding about a thousand meetings 
a week. Imagination boggles at the thought of this 
incessant precipitation, this Scotch mift, of oratory, 
which is falling upon the country week by week, and 
becomes as heavy as the rains of Cherrapunji when an 
eleftion draws near. Its influence muft not be dis- 
regarded because we hear nothing of it in the Press. 
The growth of the Labour party in face of the almoft 
unanimous opposition of the newspapers shows how 
powerful it is. 

The methods of the Platform change continually. 
Since it is impossible to reach the enormous modern 
eleftorate by means of the old-fashioned type of meet- 
ings in halls, these are being supplemented — not 
replaced — by meetings out of doors : the soap-box 
has reinforced the Platform proper. In this field the 
Labour party led, and ftill leads ; but the other parties 
are following suit. Modern inventions have come to 
the aid of the speaker. Wireless makes it possible 
to transmit speeches from one hall to many others, or to 
shifting crowds in the open. Loud-speakers, carried 
on motor-cars, give the speaker an immense advantage 
over his opponents, and enable his voice to be heard 
in every house in a long ftreet, or to the utmoft limits 
of the largeft crowd. The gramophone comes to the 
aid of the loud-speaker, gathering a crowd with 
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popular music, or reproducing a speech by some 
Famous man whose voice would otherwise never be 
heard by the mass. The Platform keeps its ascend- 
ancy as the mo^l potent means of forming Public 
Opinion. But these modern methods are coolly, 
and demand the services of many speakers; and 
this means that party organisation muft become 
more elaborate, and that the power of influencing 
Public Opinion depends largely upon the depth of the 
purse of those who try to influence it. Truth, it 
would appear, cannot prevail unless it is backed by 
Money ; and in politics, as in war. Providence some- 
times seems to be on the side of the big battalions. 

If this is coming to be true even in regard to the 
Platform, it is manife^ly true in regard to the Press. 
Here a change of momentous importance has been 
coming about during the laft generation. In theory 
the Press is free : in praftice its freedom is being 
limited by the power of Money. The coil of produc- 
ing and distributing a daily, or even a weekly, news- 
paper has become so high that only great wealth can 
undertake it. No paper can be profitably run on 
circulation alone. It muSl attract advertisements ; 
and it muil attraft them on a very great scale, and at 
very high prices, if it is to be able to pay for contri- 
butions which make a popular appeal, or to provide 
the various benefits and ilunts — the free insurance 
and the big prizes — which bring in the mass of readers. 
But it cannot get paying advertisements unless it has 
an immense circulation. Thus the eilablishment of a 
daily newspaper necessitates an immense expenditure 
before it is brought to a paying ftage ; and its equip- 
ment involves a vaft outlay of capital. Even a weekly 
paper demands a very large outlay, and its promoters 
muft face a long period of heavy loss before it attains 
the circulation which brings advertisements. Hence 
no body of opinion, however large, can obtain an 
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organ for itself unless it can command very large 
funds ; and, lacking organs of its own, its voice will 
be drowned. Hence, also, the control of the popular 
Press passes into the hands of those who can com- 
mand vaft financial resources. In recent years we 
have witnessed the rise of huge newspaper combines, 
whose tentacles extend over the whole country; the 
great majority of the newspapers purchased in this 
country are supplied by these combines. They are 
controlled by small groups of men, who wield difta- 
torial power over their policy. The bulk of the 
capital is provided by public inveftment; but by the 
devices which modern financiers have worked out — 
by having a high proportion of preference shares which 
have no voting powers, by creating a pyramid of 
‘ holding companies ’ which own 5 1 per cent, of the 
ordinary shares, and by other such methods — one 
or two men are able to wield absolute power, and the 
shareholders have no control whatsoever. The irre- 
sponsible power of these great newspaper combines 
is one of the mo^l significant and ominous features 
of our time, especially as the combines are steadily 
buying up, or crushing by their competition, more and 
more of the independent Press throughout the country. 
The fadl that the organs by which the mass of the 
nation is supplied with fa£ls and indoftrinated with 
opinions are now largely in the hands of a few men 
who are responsible to nobody for the use they 
make of their power, is a political faft of momentous 
importance. 

The wielders of this immense power are tempted to 
think of themselves as king-makers, and to believe 
that their readers take their opinions from them, that 
they can impose their own views upon political 
leaders, that they can secure for one party or another 
the majority which spells diftatorship. Lord North- 
cliffe believed that he had enthroned Mr. Lloyd 
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George, Lord Rothermere that he had dethroned him ; 
Lord Beaverbrook thinks that, by means of his widely 
circulated organs, he can impose upon the nation a 
policy which moil people think would be ruinous if it 
were not visionary. These magnates are, happily, 
much less powerful than they think. Their readers 
seem to give curiously little attention to the views 
which are propounded in the leading articles. But 
if the ‘ views ’ seftion of the newspaper is not so 
potent as its proprietors think, they can wield a much 
more subtle but a much more powerful influence 
by skilful handling of the ‘ news ’ seftion, since 
it is through this that the vaft majority of readers 
obtain the whole of the material upon which their 
opinions are formed. News have to be seledled ; 
their effeft depends upon the way in which they are 
presented ; and a policy or a party can be far more 
effectively weakened by silence than by criticism. 
The impression that the Liberal party no longer 
counted, for example, was far more effectively 
diffused by complete silence about everything but its 
difficulties than by any other means. The power of 
handling the news, and of deciding how much the 
nation shall know, is a very formidable power. 

The problem of the Press is, in truth, a problem of 
great difficulty and of immense importance. It is 
dangerous indeed that so great a power of shaping the 
opinion of the nation should be wielded by so small a 
number of men. In so far as a solution can be found, 
it will probably be by an amendment of Company 
Law; together with a reduClion of the coCls of pro- 
duClion of newspapers. But this is not the place for 
any discussion of these possibilities. 

A new and immeasurable power of influencing 
opinion has come into being with the invention of 
Broadcasting. Every day and every night, in a 
million homes and more, people are listening at their 
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own firesides to fadls and opinions which mull pro- 
foundly modify their thinking. In this country 
Broadcalling is a State monopoly, and this has grave 
dangers. The Broadcalling Corporation has, it is 
true, a considerable degree of independence. In so 
far as it has hitherto touched the sphere of politics, it 
has doubtless Hriven to attain impartiality, and on the 
eve of a general eledlion it gives opportunities to the 
spokesmen of all parties. But at other times it is 
freely used by the Government for the presentation of 
its point of view; in 1926 it became one of the moH 
potent inllruments for the defeat of the General Strike. 
It is an extraordinarily powerful means of moulding 
and direlling Public Opinion ; and the more subtly 
it is employed, the more powerful it becomes. In 
America there are many rival broadcalling syllems ; 
here there is only one, and it is ultimately under the 
control of the Government. In such circumllances 
there is a danger that it may become, not the means of 
creating an inllrufled Public Opinion which will 
criticise and control the Government, but rather the 
means of ellablishing the ascendancy of the Govern- 
ment. 

Thus the forces that mould and guide Public 
Opinion are not as healthy as they might be; its 
formation and expression are not as free as they might 
be, being too much under the control of wealth. Those 
who wish to advocate causes which are not supported 
by great wealth or by elaborate organisation have no 
easy task : however eloquent and disinterelled they 
may be, their voices are apt to be drowned by the 
clamour of purchased loud-speakers. 



SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

It is often said that the nineteenth century was a 
period of constitutional and political change, but that 
this work is now complete, and the twentieth century 
will be a period of social and economic change. This 
Statement, which is repeated as if it were an axiom, is 
mere nonsense. 

In the century from i8oi to 1900 there were only 
three legislative changes which diredtly affedted our 
syStem of government — the three Reform Adts of 
1832, 1867 and 1884; the nineteenth-century Parlia- 
ments gave far more of their time to social and economic 
measures, such as the adoption of Free Trade, Fadtory 
Adts, Company Adts, Education Adts, and Public 
Health Adts, than to constitutional measures. In the' 
thirty years since 1901 we have already had two 
franchise Adts (1918 and 1928), the Parliament Adt, 
which manacled the House of Lords, the Adt of 1920 
which set up the legislature of Northern Ireland, and 
the Irish Treaty of 1924, which recognised the Irish 
Free State. These' are greater and more sweeping 
changes than the nineteenth century ever adopted. 
And the twentieth century will have to make yet 
greater constitutional changes if our syStem of govern- 
ment is not to break down. 

It is true that we are chiefly preoccupied — and 
rightly so — with the problems of economic and social 
reconStrudtion. So was the nineteenth century, though 
in different ways. But the measures which we have 
adopted to deal with these problems have so immensely 
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enlarged the functions of government, and put so seri- 
ous a ^rain upon its machinery, that very sub^antial 
changes are necessary if our sy^em is to be adequate 
to the demands upon it. 

The insensible changes of conditions and conven- 
tions are always far more important than the changes 
of formal law. During the laft half-century, and more 
particularly during the la^ thirty years, a series of 
changes have come about, almo^ unnoticed, iii the 
working of our inftitutions which have completely 
transformed their character. 

The fir^l of these is an enormous increase in the 
range and power of bureaucracy, which is now the 
mo^ potent influence in our system, and which is moft 
ineffedhaally controlled (pp. 41-80). 

The second is the growth of Cabinet diftatorship ; 
the Cabinet has arrogated to itself a supremacy in 
every sphere of government which it is quite unable 
to exercise efficiently, with the consequence that some 
of the mo^ important functions which it ought to per- 
form are almoft or entirely neglefted (pp. 87—106). 

The third great change is an increased rigidity of 
party organisation which has provided the foundation 
for Cabinet dictatorship, while it has almoft reduced 
the House of Commons to a mere regiftering machine 
(pp. 1 20-1 52). 

The fourth great change is a di^ortion of our 
electoral system, through the working of elaborately 
organised parties in single-member con^ituencies, 
which has largely deprived the House of Commons of 
its representative character, and made every general 
election a mere gamble, of which the only thing that 
can be confidently said is that, whatever the result may 
be, it will not fairly refleCt the mind of the nation 

(pp. 155-171)- 

The fifth great change is the increasing incapacity 
of the House of Commons to perform its work, partly 
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through excessive pressure of business, partly because 
of Cabinet diftatorship, partly owing to faults of pro- 
cedure and the bewildering way in which the national 
accounts are presented (pp. 205-230) : the result is that 
the House of Commons has no real control over the 
enormous and growing power of bureaucracy, or over 
the va^ but inefficiently wielded powers of the Cabinet, 

The sixth great change is the reduction of the 
House of Lords to a position of humiliating impotence, 
in which it is quite unable to perform the funftions 
of a Second Chamber with any adequacy ; this is in 
some degree due to the limitation of its powers under 
the Parliament Aft, but mainly to -the enormous 
increase of its size owing to wholesale creations of 
undiftinguished peers for the purpose of financing 
party organisations (pp. 246—256). 

The seventh great change is that, because both 
Houses of Parliament are incapable of exercising 
effeftive control, and are not trufted for that purpose, 
organised interefts not recognised by the Conftitution 
are beginning to exercise direft pressure upon, or even 
control over, the Government, which often pays greater 
deference to them than to Parliament (pp. 306-311), 

Taken as a whole, these changes amount to a com- 
plete transformation of our syftem of government, 
which is now so different from the syftem described 
by Mill and Bagehot that their generalisations are no 
longer valid. 

We eleft a House of Commons to see that our 
government is carried on efficiently, and in accordance 
with the will of the nation. But the eleftion is con- 
dufted in such a way that something like 70 per cent, 
of the eleftors have no chance of expressing their real 
opinions so as to influence the composition of the 
House ; supreme power falls into the hands of a 
small margin of voters, often wavering, indifferent 
and uninftrufted ; and a minority, even so small as 
y 2 
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38 per cent., may obtain an overwhelming parlia- 
mentary majority. It has come to be the accepted 
view that the purpose for which the eledlion takes 
place is, not to criticise and control the Gk)vernment, 
but to give a ftable majority to a party Cabinet, so 
that it may be able to work its will. Whenever such 
a Cabinet obtains a clear majority, it wields all the 
powers of the House of Commons (thanks to the 
rigidity of party discipline) as well as all the powers of 
the Royal Prerogative. It is therefore almoft omni- 
potent, and is able to prevent any effeftive criticism 
or control. But it is quite unable to exercise its 
enormous powers with efficiency, while at the same 
time it is jealous of all attempts on the part of Parlia- 
ment to make good its deficiencies, and promptly puts 
a ftop to them. The result is that under the cover 
of a quite unreal Cabinet or minifterial responsibility, 
real power falls more and more into the hands of 
bureaucracy, without which our system would fall into 
mere chaos. But the incessant invasions of bureau- 
cracy, and its enormous legislative and administrative 
authority, cannot be left altogether unchecked ; and 
since Parliament is impotent to check it, outside 
organisations are, almoft unnoticed, taking up this 
task. 

This is a dangerous and unhealthy situation, which 
ought to be amended. The foregoing chapters have 
attempted, firSf, to analyse the charadler and causes of 
these evils, and, secondly, to indicate where and how 
remedies can be found. 

The root cause of the evil is the two-party sySlem. 
It worked well enough when parties were loosely 
organised and not rigidly disciplined (pp. 1 1 7—1 20). 
But since parties have organised themselves elaborately, 
the system has enabled the Cabinet to achieve diftator- 
ship, and has thus reduced Parliament to impotence. 
A two-party system is essentially unnatural in modern 
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conditions. It can only be kept in being, or restored, 
by the maintenance of a fundamentally vicious eleftoral 
syftem, and by the widespread superstition that our 
sySlem of government can only work well when one 
party has a majority. We have shown (pp. 145— 152) 
that this is untrue ; that the two-party syStem does not 
exist in moSt of the countries of the world, and that 
in this country it does not now exiSt, and, if it were 
restored, it would certainly break down if Parliament 
were really representative. We have also seen that a 
syStem under which no party has a clear majority can 
work very efficiently, given certain conventions and a 
sane eledtoral syStem (pp. 190-196). 

But this is not enough. We have seen, also, that to 
restore real efficiency and freedom to our syStem other 
substantial changes muSt be made. The Cabinet should 
be reduced in size, and reorganised (pp. 108-115); 
and it should be made to realise (as it would have to 
do if it had to work with a representative Parliament) 
that its responsibility can be real only in regard to 
broad issues of policy, not in regard to the details of 
administration. The procedure of the House of 
Commons, and the organisation of its work, muSt be 
revised so as to enable it to exercise a real control over 
finance and legislation (pp. 207-220 and 233-237). 
We need a better Second Chamber, not to prevent 
revolutionary change, but to revise the over-haSty legis- 
lation of the House of Commons ; and, once we grasp 
the true functions of such a Chamber, it is not difficult 
to devise workable schemes for its constitution 
(pp. 266-278). But even so, the functions of Govern- 
ment are so great, and increase so Steadily, that it is 
doubtful if the two Houses of Parliament can adequately 
fulfil their responsibilities. Moreover, the result of 
the enlargement of Government functions is an 
excessive centralisation which is sapping the vitality 
of the nation (pp. 284-288). We have therefore 
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examined the possibility of two kinds of devolution — 
fir^l ‘ regional ’ devolution, by the creation of sub- 
ordinate legislatures, especially for the control of the 
social services, such as already exiil in America, 
Germany, Canada, Australia and South Africa (pp. 288- 
297) ; and, secondly, ‘ funftional ’ devolution, especi- 
ally in regard to economic queftions, so as to ensure 
that industry is effectively consulted in regard to 
Government aClion which affeCts it (pp. 297-306). 

One often hears it said that con^itutional questions 
are only questions of machineiy, and that the really 
vital problems are those of social reorganisation. It 
is difficult to li^en patiently to this sort of nonsense, 
which is like saying that the only important thing 
about a cloth-faftory is the production of cloth, and 
that therefore the nature or its machinery is unim- 
portant. If the machinery is old-fashioned and 
inadequate, the output will be bad and dear. The 
only way to get wise conftruCtive legislation and 
efficient but sympathetic administration is to ensure 
that the machinery for producing it is in good working 
order. There is a growing volume of discontent with 
the legislative work for which Parliament is in theory 
(but not in praCtice) responsible — with its slowness 
and its failure to deal with urgent problems on the 
one hand ; with its slipshod haSte and voluminous 
incompetence on the other. Both criticisms are 
justified. The only way to meet these criticisms is 
to mend Parliament — to make it, on the one hand, 
more representative of the solid, thinking mind of the 
nation, and less a mere reflection of party acrimonies 
and the momentary excitements of gambling elections, 
governed by wild promises and advertising ‘ Stunts ’ ; 
to make it, on the other hand, a free deliberative 
assembly, so organised as to be able to do its work, to 
control administration, to check financial waSte, and 
to give serious consideration to new laws. There is 
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also a growing volume of discontent with the way in 
which the admini^rative work of government is con- 
duced — with the excessive centralisation of authority, 
with the elaborations of bureaucracy, with the pro- 
gressive limitation of freedom. These criticisms also 
are juCified. The only way to meet them is to revise 
and strengthen the whole sySlem whereby the work of 
administration is controlled. 

We have entered upon a new age in which new and 
very difficult problems face us on all sides. Is there 
anyone who does not feel that these problems are 
being badly handled ? There is too little foresight, 
too much concentration upon the controversies of the 
moment; too little co-ordination of our efforts, too 
much waSfe, friCion and overlapping ; too little 
attention to the things that matter moSl, upon which 
men of good-will agree, too much attention to the 
scoring of points againSl one another in the attempt to 
win viCory for one party or another ; too much cry 
and too little wool. If we cannot improve our methods 
of discussion, government by discussion will fall into 
disrepute ; it is already doing so. We cannot get rid 
of parties, and we ought not to wish to do so. But if 
we cannot enable all parties to feel that they can take 
their fair share in getting the necessary work done — 
if we insift that there muft be only two parties, one of 
which shall be impotent and the other omnipotent, in 
turn — the impatience with the unreality and artificiality 
of our syftem which already exifts will increase to 
such an extent that the party syftem, and with it the 
parliamentary syftem, will in time be swept away. 
Representative government is on its trial. 
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